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ABSTRACT
PROFESSIONAL SCHOOL COUNSELORS AND HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION:
DOES ASSIGNED SCHOOL COUNSELOR CORRELATE WITH STUDENTS’ RATE
OF GRADUATION?
by Dawn Marie Horton
High school counselors are coming under increased pressure to demonstrate both
their effectiveness in supporting individual students’ success in school and their ability to
provide effective comprehensive school counseling programs. The evidence based
research on effective school counseling practices is limited, and additional research is
needed to assist practitioners in their work. An important area of concern is the work
school counselors do to assist students in achieving graduation. Limited research has
been focused on whether school counselors actually impact their students’ graduation
rates. In this current research, the graduation rates of students assigned to school
counselors were examined to determine whether individual counselors impact their
assigned 9th grade students’ graduation rates using data from four high schools within one
urban school district.
Three research questions were asked to understand the consistency and extent of
any differences in school counselor or school graduation rates. To examine whether
graduation rates varied over four demographically similar high schools within an urban
school district, I completed a two-way factorial ANOVA with two between subjects’
independent variables (school and time). Results suggested differences between some of
the schools but no differences over time and no interaction between school and time.
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Multiple z-proportion tests were conducted to compare each school counselor’s 9th grade
assigned student graduation rates, comparing each counselor to every other counselor
within the school for that year. Sixty eight (68) of the 138 comparisons were significant,
suggesting that during each year, almost half of all school counselors showed
significantly different student graduation rates when compared to other school counselors
within their same high school. I calculated each school counselor’s mean graduate rate to
determine the degree of variability in school counselor graduation rates. Approximately
one third of school counselors had averaged mean graduation rates that were two or more
standard deviations from their school means.
These results suggest that school counselors’ 9th grade student graduation rates are
consistent over time, influenced by school building assigned to, and vary significantly
both between individual school counselors and in comparison to the averaged school
graduation rates.
Keywords: high school, school counselor, graduation
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Professional School Counselors and High School Graduation
Chapter One: Introduction
Of all the things students receive from schooling, the most tangible physical result
is the high school diploma. Graduation or failure to graduate is thought to lead to a
bifurcation in opportunities and outcomes with a significant impact on both the individual
and society. A great deal of research has focused on school teacher quality and impacts
on student achievement with a body of research suggesting that the impact of having an
effective teacher has a cumulative effect beyond the year the student is in that teacher’s
class (Alvarez, 2008; Nye, Konstantopoulos, & Hedges, 2004; Stronge, Ward, Tucker, &
Hindman, 2007). Researchers have looked at how to train, support, and evaluate teachers
in light of these effectiveness concerns. In contrast, limited research has focused on the
work of school counselors and whether they impact their students’ achievement or
graduation rates. In this research, I explored whether there was a relationship between 9th
grade students’ graduation rates and their assigned 9th grade counselor. The purpose of
this study was to examine the potential impact individual school counselors may have on
student graduation rates. Specifically, I examined if students’ 9th grade school counselor
assignment correlated with differential graduation rates within schools and whether the
extent of any differences in graduation rates was similar across high schools. In this
research, I have examined whether, as has been found with teachers, student outcomes
vary as a function of school counselor assignment.
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Background
Students who leave high school without earning a diploma is an area of
significant rhetorical concern politically. The discourse on high school non-completers
has focused on labeling these students as “drop-outs,” a term that has negative
connotations placed more focally on the students who do not receive a diploma, rather
than the system within which they exist. A review of the literature suggests that student
agency in moving towards high school graduation is often impacted both positively and
negatively by factors outside of the individual student such as poverty and social class
(Dorn, 1996; Lee & Burkam, 2003); school violence (Peguero, 2011); external
expectations of educational attainment (Strom & Boster, 2007); neighborhood ethnic
diversity (Van Dorn, Bowen, & Blau, 2006); high school size (Werblow & Duesbery,
2009); and school organization and social climate (Zvoch, 2006).
The notion that improved academic standards, particularly as required by the prior
education legislation No Child Left Behind, will lead to greater high school success and
graduation has been promulgated in many of the reform efforts. Over time, the
deleterious impact of high-stakes testing on high school exit rates has become more
visible. The system of rewards for schools that achieve higher scores on standardized
tests has led to practices of grade retention(s) and pushing out of low-performing students
(McCarty, 2009). Additionally, the focus on the promise of education rather than social
and economic equality obscures the needs that extend beyond educational interventions
(Hursh, 2007). This seemingly paradoxical impact of reforms meant to improve
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educational opportunities for minority and low-socioeconomic status (SES) students
needs continued documentation and attention.
The discourse on high school exiters has focused on labeling these students or
their schools as failures. Inadequate attention has been paid to students’ experience of
schooling and the professionals within the school, in particular school counselors, who
may be uniquely situated to support students’ journey through educational systems and
ultimate success in attaining high school graduation. A number of researchers (Burkard,
Gillen, Martinez, & Skytte, 2012; Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Hoffman, 2012; Carey,
Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson, 2012; Lapan, Gysbers, & Petroski, 2001; Lapan,
Gysbers, Stanley, & Pierce 2012) have looked at students’ experiences with school
counselors and subsequent graduation rates and found mixed results from the use of
comprehensive school counseling. The findings from research on more limited school
counseling programs (ones that are not part of an overall comprehensive school
counseling program) have also generally shown mixed results with two offering some
positive findings. In the first study, Wirth-Bond, Coyne, and Adams, (1991) found
differences in graduation rates depending on the type of counselor assigned (vocational
special needs counselor rather than a general guidance counselor). In a second study, a
case study of a high school counseling program, Salina et al. (2013) found significant
positive changes in the high school graduation rate concurrent with a shift in school
counseling activities. Across all of the research that has looked at school counselor
impact and student graduation rates, there has not been an examination of possible
individual counselor effects on their assigned students’ graduation rates. This type of
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analysis has parallels in the teacher education literature where researchers have tried to
determine what the unique effect of having a particular teacher is on different student
achievement measures (Zamarro, Engberg, Saavedra, & Steele, 2015) and whether that
impact lasts beyond the year the student is with the teacher. Findings suggest that this is
an important variable, often referred to as value-added, in looking at student achievement
and can affect students for many years beyond when they have that teacher (Chetty,
Friedman, & Rockoff, 2014a; Chetty, Friedman, & Rockoff, 2014b).
Statement of the Problem
High school counselors are coming under increased pressure to demonstrate both
their effectiveness in supporting individual students’ success in school and in their ability
to provide effective comprehensive school counseling programs (Johnson, Rochkind, &
Ott, 2010; Wilkerson, Perusse, & Hughes, 2013;Young & Kaffenberger, 2011). At the
same time, the evidence-based research on effective school counseling practices is
limited and additional research is needed to assist practitioners in their work. As Cindy
Topdemir (2010) noted, “the missing piece in the school counseling literature, though,
appears to be that few articles on school counselor accountability are actually researchbased” (p. 29).
Alongside this environment of school reform, school counselors have been faced
with changing expectations of their work, shifting from a focus on individual students
and their emergent concerns (e.g., academic achievement, pregnancy, bullying, and
family issues) to a focus on providing comprehensive school counseling programs that
meet the developmental needs of all students (Gysbers, 2010). At the same time, there are
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school reform supporters calling for all school personnel to be held accountable for
outcomes in their work, which will place school counselors under the same lens of
accountability that teachers have been subject to (Anderson, 1995; Connecticut
Association for Counselor Education and Supervision & Connecticut School Counselor
Association, 2001; Martin & Carey 2012).
With greater emphasis on what school counselors are doing and how effectively
they are doing it, a call for increased evidence-based research in school counseling has
been made by counselor educators (Sink & Stoh, 2003; Hatch, 2008). Despite the
increased call for evidenced based research, the literature remains thin. A few major
studies have been completed on the state level looking at the impact of comprehensive
school counseling programs (Carey & Dimmitt, 2012; Carey & Harrington, 2010a; Carey
& Harrington, 2010b), but otherwise, the research base is neither wide nor deep. Further,
the limited research that has shown results has not been replicated by other authors.
Researchers also typically focus on exploring effective programs or interventions (e.g.
Carey & Dimmitt, 2012; Dimmitt, 2009; Martin & Carey, 2012) rather than the
effectiveness of individual counselors, although this is a common limitation in the
counseling literature in general.
The findings of this study provide a foundation for future studies into the
relationship between school counselors and their assigned students’ graduation rates.
However, this study does not provide insight into why such differences occur, where such
differences were found. The study does provide suggestions for school-level practice
implications such as the value of measuring these outcomes and engaging in future
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studies that would seek to explain such differences allowing for subsequent practice
implications for school counselors.
Evidence-Based Research
Evidence-based research comes from the notion that research results should be
used to inform practice. Evidence-based practices have been used widely in medicine for
many years (Pring & Thomas, 2004). In the 1990s, this concept began to transfer into
education (Roberts, 2010) and has been supported by extensive governmental efforts to
support the use of quantitative research to determine what constituted effective
educational practice. The United States Institute of Education Sciences (IES) created the
What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) to evaluate and publish results on education
interventions (IES, 2017).
Early advocates of evidence-based practices in school counseling argued for its
use in both training school counselors and in developing programs that draw on the
accumulated outcome research (Sexton, Schofield, & Whiston, 1997). Only in the last
decade have journal articles in the field of school counseling begun to more frequently
reference the term evidence-based practice with one of the earliest calls coming from the
Center for School Counseling Outcome Research and School Counseling (McGannon,
Carey, & Dimmitt, 2005). Evidence-based research is considered important in school
counseling as a method to determine what practices are most effective and to use that
information to justify selected program implementations (Carey, Dimmitt, Hatch, Lapan,
& Whiston, 2008). Dimmitt, Carey, and Hatch (2007) developed a Model for EvidenceBased School Practice (EBP) in Counseling Practice that suggests that (a) data should be
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used to determine the problem or focus of the program; (b) outcome research should be
gathered to determine what the research literature suggests works; and, (c) data should be
gathered to evaluate the program and add to the existing literature.
School Counselor Evaluation in an Era of Accountability
Standards developed by professional associations such as the American School
Counselor Association (ASCA) and accrediting bodies such as the Council for
Accreditation of Counseling & Related Educational Programs (CACREP) provide limited
guidance on school counselor work in the area of student graduation rates beyond
indicating its’ importance. The ASCA School Counselor Competencies (ASCA, 2012)
describe the knowledge, abilities, skills, and attitudes that are expected of a practicing
school counselor. This document includes the school counselor attitude that “every
student should graduate from high school (ASCA, 2012, p. 3).” However, it does not
provide a corresponding specific focus on graduation in the knowledge, abilities, or skills
listed for school counselors, thereby omitting potential guidance on how school
counselors can help facilitate movement toward this goal.
Similarly, the 2016 CACREP Standards include specific specialty area standards
for school counseling programs. One of the practice standards is “approaches to increase
promotion and graduation rates” (Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related
Educational Programs, 2016). This specific focus on graduation rates was not part of the
2009 CACREP standards (Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related
Educational Programs, 2009). As with the ASCA School Counselor Competencies, the
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CACREP 2016 standards only list the expectation that counselors will have this
minimum competency, but not how to achieve it.
The ASCA National Model (ASCA, 2012) for school counseling programs
includes an element they call School Counselor Performance Standards, which suggests
that the individual school counselor be evaluated based on “basic standards of practice
expected of school counselors implementing a school counseling program” (ASCA,
2012, p. xiv). However, Carr and Galassi (2012) noted, the National Model fails to
“explicitly address how [school counselors] should assess their effectiveness in dropout
prevention. It also does not indicate the type of data to be collected in order to
demonstrate the effectiveness of a comprehensive school counseling program in reducing
the dropout rate” (p. 23). I would argue that in the absence of a literature base that
provides evidence for what constitutes effective school counseling practice, such
evaluations will be problematic to develop or interpret.
There has been no research looking at whether individual school counselors
demonstrate differential effectiveness in supporting their assigned students’ achievement
of graduation or what individual counselors may do differently that can help their
students graduate. In this research I looked at the first part of that equation, to determine
if school counselors differed in the percent of their 9th grade students who graduated by
examining school counselor’s assigned 9th grade student graduation rates.
Research Questions
Question 1: For school counselors, do annual assigned 9th grade student graduation rates
differ by school over a four-year period?
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Question 2: Within individual schools, do counselors’ annual assigned 9th grade student
graduation rates differ from each other?
Question 3: Within individual schools, what proportion of counselors have divergent
annual assigned 9th grade student graduation rates as defined by +/- 1 standard deviations
above their school’s mean?
Significance of this Study
Students who do not graduate from high school suffer reduced opportunities and
increased personal challenges (Bjerk, 2012; Freudenberg & Ruglis, 2007; Messacar &
Oreopoulos, 2012; Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009). In measures of school accountability, one of
the most important criteria of school and individual student success is graduation
(Swanson, 2008). The importance of students’ graduating reverberates both through the
individuals’ lives and in the communities of those individuals (Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009).
Lifetime employment opportunities, educational futures, and earning potential are all tied
to one’s initial graduation from high school (Webster & Bishaw, 2006; Tyler &
Lofstrom, 2009). Because of the importance of graduation to both individuals and our
larger communities, it is important to look at factors that can positively or negatively
impact graduation rates.
School counselors are in a unique position to work systemically with students in
high school as they accumulate the credits and test scores necessary to graduate from
high school. School counselors can support students’ in facing both academic and
personal challenges- challenges which may play a part in the disengagement of a student
from school. The research literature suggests that school counselors have shown positive
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outcomes when working with students around a number of student issues that may hinder
student success in school (e.g., suicide and depression, bullying, substance abuse, and
school achievement) (Carey & Dimmitt, 2012; Curtis, VanHorne, Robertson, &
Karvonen, 2010; Dimmitt & Wilkerson, 2012; Wilkerson, Perusee, & Hughes, 2013).
Research suggests that school counselors can have positive effects working with
students with issues such as: (a) suicide (Bardick & Bernes, 2007; Davies, 2010;
Erickson & Abel, 2013; Gibbons & Studer, 2008; Jones, 2001; Lambie, & Sias, 2005;
Reis & Cornell, 2008; Taylor, 2014) (b) bullying (Goodman-Scott, Doyle, & Brott, 2014;
McCormac, 2015; Phillips & Cornell, 2012; Wright, Bailey, & Bergin, 2012, (c)
substance abuse (Burrow-Sanchez, Jenson, & Clark, 2009; Fuller, 2012; LoSciuto,
Steinman, & Ross, 2004; McClanahan, McLaughlin, Loos, Holcomb, & Gibbins, 1998;
Winters, Leitten, Wagner, & Tevyaw, 2004). Researchers have looked at the impact of
comprehensive school counseling programs on student achievement (Lapan, Gysbers, &
Kayson, 2007; Lapan, Gysbers, & Petroski, 2001; Nelson, Fox, Haslam, & Gardner,
2007; Salina et al., 2014; Sink, Akos, Turnbull, & Mvududu, 2008; Sink & Stroh, 2003),
in addition to specific school counseling programs that fostered academic achievement
(Berger, 2013; Goodman-Scott, 2014; Rose & Steen, 2015), both providing school
counselors with evidence-based research to guide program development in these areas.
Unlike these aforementioned areas (suicide, substance abuse, and bullying) where
the field of school counseling has a literature base that has documented the effectiveness
of school counselors and effective practices, the research base for exploring how school
counselors can assist students in graduating and evidence that school counselors have
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been effective in doing this is limited. My study was designed to determine if some
school counselors are more highly correlated with their assigned 9th grade students’
graduation rates within a school or across similar schools. This research can provide a
new way of examining the relationship of school counselors to their assigned students’
graduation rates, both by: (a) looking at individual counselor possible effects (rather than
program impacts); and (b) by providing a means of identifying exemplary school
counselors for future qualitative case studies- to expand our knowledge about what these
identified counselors may be doing to facilitate student graduation.
As social justice advocates, counselors are committed to striving for educational
equity and improved outcomes for all students, particularly those from groups that have
been historically disadvantaged. A social justice perspective in school counseling comes
from the assumption that structural features of society can impede individual growth and
opportunities thus requiring effective school counselors to address not only individual
issues but also the larger issues of how one’s culture or institutions may work to limit
opportunities and development of our students (Bemak & Chung, 2005; HolcombMcCoy, 2007; Ratts, 2006). Advocacy involves not only recognizing these issues but also
actively working to address them. Historical educational differences in school quality and
outcomes for minority students, in particular graduation rates, is an area where school
counselors can examine and challenge their practices to address this issue. My study is
important as it addresses an aspect of school counselor practice that has been
inadequately studied and has potential implications for eventual practice
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recommendations (after further qualitative study) for school counselors trying to achieve
social justice outcomes related to education.
Given the importance of student graduation and the role of the school counselor in
assisting students in achieving academic success, research to determine if and how school
counselors might impact students’ likelihood of graduating are of great importance.
Anything that could be learned about how to increase graduation rates of students
through particular professional activities of school counselors would be of great interest
to both the school counseling field and school reform initiatives. Below I will define the
key terms used in this study.
Definitions of Key Terms
Assigned student – the students assigned to a particular school counselor either by
alphabetical assignment or another category variable (such as IEP, special program
membership, first language other than English). Students are generally assigned either by
the grade that they are in and are re-assigned as they change grades or are assigned to one
counselor for the duration of their high school career.
Caseload – the number of students that an individual school counselor is assigned to
work with. Students are generally assigned for a minimum of one year (if assignments are
made by grade level) to a maximum of four years (if assignments are alphabetical across
grades).
Comprehensive school guidance program – a program that was initially developed by
Norman Gysbers in the 1970’s and later adopted and modified by the ASCA national
organization. Gysbers conceived of it as a conceptual means of considering the lifespan
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needs of students and meeting those through a collaboratively developed program that
planned for those needs. The program included district-identified school guidance
objectives (content), explicit purpose (organizational framework), and the various
resources, both human and material, needed to run the program (Gysbers & Henderson,
2001).
Effective counselor – a counselor with positive correlations over a period of time with
designated student outcome variables. Correlational measures are not proof of causationbut may be considered suggestive. In this study, the student outcome variable is student
graduation rate.
Graduation rate – a statistic calculated by determining the percent of a school
counselor’s 9th grade cohort (assigned 9th grade students) that graduates within five years
High school non-completer – a student who does not graduate from high school four
years after entering high school.
Chapter Summary
In chapter one, I have provided a brief overview of the importance of studying
factors that influence student graduation rates and in particular the possible influence of
school counselors on their assigned students’ graduation rates. Chapter two will include a
review of the literature on graduation and relevant research within the school counselor
field. In chapter three the research questions are specified and the methodology proposed
to answer those questions. Results of the study are provided in chapter four with
sufficient detail that another researcher could faithfully reproduce these findings with the
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same data. Research results for each of the three questions is also provided. Chapter five
includes a summary of the research and provides suggestions for future steps.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
The role of school counselors in supporting student academic achievement and
impacting student graduation rates has received limited research attention. The cost of
our high national dropout rate to individual students and society is profound (Bjerk, 2012;
Messacar & Oreopoulos, 2012); yet the evidence-based research on effective school
counselor practices in supporting student graduation is limited and does not provide a
sufficient body of knowledge to guide or evaluate school counselor practice in this area
(Carr, 2010). The purpose of this research is to begin addressing gaps in this literature. In
this study, I examined if school counselor assignment correlates with differential
graduation rates. The literature review will begin with an overview of the numbers of
high school dropouts and then consider the literature on the impact of dropping out of
high school, predicting who will drop out, and the impact of school-wide reforms on
dropout rates. Lastly, this review considers the unique role of school counselors in
schools and what research evidence to date demonstrates about school counselor impact
on student graduation rates.
Numbers of High School Dropouts
The U.S. Department of Education produces an annual report presenting “the
number of high school completers, the Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate (AFGR),
and the dropout data for grades 9-12 for public schools” (Stillwell & Sable, 2013, p. viii).
The most recent data available is for 2009-2010. Connecticut was not included in the
analysis of rates due to non-conformity to national standards for calculating the various
rates.
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The AFGR is based on the percentage of students who graduate within four years
of entering high school as freshmen. In the past, states have varied on how they
calculated the AFGR with some using actual ninth grade enrollment figures and others
using estimates (Zubrzycki, 2012). Across the country, the average AFGR for 2009-2010
was 78.2% with rates ranging from a low of 57.8% in Nevada to a high of 91.4% in
Vermont. The likelihood of graduating varied with race/ethnicity with 93.5% of Asian,
83% of White, 71.4 % of Hispanic, 69.1% of American Indian/Alaskan Native, and
66.1% of Black students graduating in the year studied (Stillwell & Sable, 2013).
The dropout percentage is defined by the U.S. Department of Education as the
number of students who have stopped attending school in a particular school year. For
2009-2010, the dropout rate was 3.4% nationally with a low of 1.2% in New Hampshire
and a high of 7.8% in Arizona. Looking across the four years of high school, the
percentage of dropouts increased with each grade level ranging from a national low of
2.6% in the freshmen year and going to a high of 5.1% in the senior year. Dropout rates
were also calculated by race/ethnicity with dropout rates for Asian students 1.9%, White
students 2.3%, Hispanic students 5.0%, Black students 5.5%, and American
Indian/Alaskan Native 6.7%. The annual percentage of students dropping out in a year
has remained relatively constant with the number ranging from 3.4 to 4.4% between
2002-2003 and 2009-2010 (Stillwell & Sable, 2013).
Numerous reports, however, provide differing percentages of individuals who
have dropped out. There have been multiple methods used to calculate the dropout rate
leading to inconsistencies and non-comparable data between and within states (Stanley,
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Spradlin, & Plucker, 2008). An influential report documenting these practices by the
Education Trust entitled, “Getting Honest About Grad Rates: How States Play the
Numbers and Students Lose,” led to the governors of 46 states agreeing to a uniform
method of calculating dropouts (Coulter, 2005). The signed governors’ compact promised
that states will calculate graduation rates by dividing the number of on-time graduates in
a given year by the number of first-time entering ninth graders four years earlier”
(National Governors Association, 2005, p. 1) with high school graduate being defined as
a student receiving a high school diploma. Progress to achieve this promise was slow
with only 26 states having moved to this method of calculation by the end of 2010
(Curran & Ryan, 2010). However all states were using this method in reporting 2011
graduation rates in line with the deadline imposed by the federal government updated No
Child Left Behind legislation of 2008 (Education Week, 2016). Initial results for 20102011 show some state graduation rates have decreased as much as 20% from the rates
they previously reported with their own graduation-rate formulas (Zubrzycki, 2012).
Moving forward, having a consistent measure of dropouts across and within states will
improve research comparability.
The Impact of High School Exiting on the Individual
Researchers have shown that students who do not graduate from high school earn
significantly less than their peers who graduate, with a study by Webster and Bishaw
(2006) suggesting non-completers earn 25-30% less than high school graduates. These
lower earnings result in high school dropouts accumulating on average only one-third the
wealth of high school graduates and 12% of the wealth of college graduates (Gouskova &
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Stafford, 2005). High school dropouts also have a higher rate of unemployment, work
fewer weeks per year, and are less likely to have employer pension or health plans.
Cecilia Rouse has estimated that the projected lifetime difference in earnings between
high school graduates and non-graduates is $260,000 (Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009). In an
attempt to control for family influences, Colin Campbell (2015) compared student
dropouts to their siblings who graduated. He concluded that siblings who dropped out had
more negative economic outcomes then their siblings who graduated from high school.
High school dropouts also have been shown to have poorer mental health outcomes
(Fergusson, McLeod, & Horwood, 2014; Kaplan, Damphousse, & Kaplan, 1994), in
particular suffering from higher levels of depression (Liem, Dillon, O’Neill, & Gore,
2001). It is important to note that students who drop-out of high school are more likely to
have had mental health issues prior to dropping out in addition to the mental health issues
that are considered to stem from dropping out (Esch et al., 2014) and it is difficult to
tease out the particular mental health impact of dropping out given confounding
demographic and personal characteristics.
In research to explore the mental health impacts of dropping out, Kaplan,
Damphousse, and Kaplan (1994) conducted a longitudinal study of students from grade 7
into their mid-twenties. Data were collected four times; in grades 7, 8, 9, and then when
participants were in their mid-twenties. Fifty-one hundred (5100) students participated in
grade 7 and adulthood. The goal of Kaplan et al.’s (1994) study was to determine if there
are negative psychological effects from not graduating that transcend initial mental health
status. Students completed a 201-item questionnaire that measured psychological
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functioning and provided self-reports on behaviors. The results indicated that dropouts
suffered greater psychological dysfunction, even when controlling for initial mental
health status.
In another study looking at the mental health impact of dropping out, Liem,
Dillon, O’Neill, and Gore (2001) interviewed 1325 students, 1143 of whom were current
high school seniors, and 182 had dropped out of school. The sample was re-interviewed
two years later. The focus of the research was to test hypotheses concerning whether
graduates or dropouts reported greater levels of depression and anxiety and whether
family or individual characteristics moderated levels of depression and anxiety. Dropouts
differed from non-dropouts on a number of demographic variables; they were less likely
to come from a two-parent family, their parents were less likely to have graduated from
high school, and they were more likely to belong to an ethnic minority group. Results of
the comparison of high school graduates and dropouts indicated that dropouts
experienced greater levels of depression and anxiety both at the initial and subsequent
interview. When controlling for positive parental support, dropouts and graduates had
similar levels of depression and anxiety at the time of the first interview. This potential
moderating variable did not have a similar impact at the time of the second interview.
Dropouts’ level of anxiety, which was similar to graduates at the time of the first
interview, remained stable while graduates’ level of anxiety decreased.
A third study to look at mental health issues and the impact of not graduating was
conducted by Fergusson, McLeod, and Horwood (2014), who studied a group of students
from birth to age 30 in a longitudinal study that involved collecting data on the
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participants 22 times. Participants were interviewed about their mental health status at 18,
21, 25, and 30 years of age. While the researchers found that dropping out of school was
associated with higher risks of major depression and anxiety disorder, they did not find a
causal connection. Thus, it appears that as a group, dropouts suffer from a greater array of
mental health issues, however, it would be inappropriate to conclude based on this
research that not having a high school diploma causes these difficulties.
Many high school dropouts have significant demographic and mental health
differences prior to dropping out (Esch et al., 2014). The notion that dropping out causes
these mental health differences rather than being correlated with dropout status is
challenged in these research studies and suggests a more challenging picture of these
students. If dropping out were the simple cause of these individuals’ struggles, then
merely graduating would be the solution. Instead, it appears that many of the individuals
who dropout have issues that transcend a simple solution (such as graduating from high
school). Instead, as Esch et al. (2014) suggested in their summary of the literature, mental
health disorders may find students “in a downward spiral caused by the reciprocal
association of psychological symptoms and negative school experiences that may
culminate in early school leaving” (p. 237).
The personal impact dropping out has on students goes beyond mental health
related challenges. Studies suggest that not being present in school exposes students to
more opportunities for negative behaviors and this results in dropouts more frequently
becoming teen parents (Marcotte, 2013) and engaging in criminal activities (Anderson,
2014). Additionally, high school dropouts tend to show less cognitive growth than
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graduates, even when considering prior rates of growth. This diminishment in cognitive
growth is strongest with dropouts from low socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds
(Alexander, 1985). Seasonal differences in student learning have shown that upper SES
children continue to show growth in the summer while children from lower SES homes
do not. (Alexander, Entwisle, Olson, 2001; Alexander, Entwisle, Olson, 2007; Burkam,
Ready, Lee, & LoGerfo, 2004). School absenteeism also has been found to link to lower
cognitive growth (Ready, 2010). These research findings may help explain why dropouts
experience negative cognitive consequences from dropping out. Dropouts are more
frequently from low SES homes so dropping out of school would, in essence, place them
in the ‘summer effect’ year round, limiting their cognitive growth.
Of all the impacts of high school graduation, the failure to graduate has its
strongest correlation with negative health outcomes, with dropouts experiencing lower
life expectancies, higher rates of risky health behaviors, and greater incidences of illness
(Freudenberg & Ruglis, 2007). These health effects can also be factors that interfere with
employment and relationships further compounding those difficulties.
The Impact of High School Exiting on Society
The societal costs of students exiting high school before graduation are multiple.
Due to decreased earnings, dropouts pay fewer taxes and contribute less to the revenue
stream (Burrus & Roberts, 2012; Levin et al., 2007). Research results suggest that each
high school graduate contributes an additional $580,000 in taxes paid and services not
needed beyond that of the average high school dropout (Philadelphia Youth Network,
2009). Student dropouts more frequently receive governmental support through public
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assistance programs such as food stamps, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF), and housing assistance (Tienda, 2005). Estimates of the potential cost savings to
the government if an additional 1% of males graduated from high school are $1.4 billion
a year (Monrod, 2007).
A large part of the costs is spent on prisons. The U.S Justice Department estimates
that “30 percent of federal inmates, 40 percent of state prison inmates, and 50 percent of
persons on death row are high school dropouts” (Monrod, 2007, p. 2). Society has to
spend more on prisons due to the increased rate of incarceration of this population and is
also affected by the crimes themselves. Lochner and Moretti (2001) looked at the effect
of exiting on particular crimes and estimated that, “a one year increase in average years
of schooling reduces [rates of] murder and assault by almost 30 percent, motor vehicle
theft by 20 percent, arson by 13 percent, and burglary and larceny by about 6 percent” (p.
22). The cost of crimes to victims is substantial both emotionally and financially (Cohen,
1998).
With significantly lower proportions of Black, Hispanic, and American Indian
students graduating from high school, the marginalization of minority populations is
increased. General estimates are that only 50% of minorities graduate, a rate that is 20%
lower than that for White students (Alliance for Excellence in Education, 2010). Beyond
the individual costs and the economic costs to society are the great costs to a society that
is divided in opportunity and benefits. Educational equity is considered a fundamental
principal of a democratic society, necessary for citizens to develop into productive and
positive members (Boykin, 2015; Marshall, 2015). The impact of discrimination and

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION

23

differential treatment of minorities must be considered as a factor that is often
understated in its impact on students dropping out of school.
Structural and institutional racism in educational institutions is well established
(Banks, 2015; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006; Oakes, 2015; Singleton, 2015). The U.S.
Department of Education formed the Equity and Excellence Committee to examine how
differences in educational opportunities impact students and their achievement and to
make recommendations for federal policy. The Equity and Excellence Commission
(2013) reported that:
Our educational system, legally desegregated more than a half century ago, is ever
more segregated by wealth and income, and often again by race. Ten million
students in America’s poorest communities – and millions more African
American, Latino, Asian American, Pacific Islander, American Indian, and
Alaska Native students who are not poor- are having their lives unjustly and
irredeemably blighted by a system that consigns them to the lowest performing
teachers, the most run-down facilities, and academic expectations and
opportunities considerably lower than what we expect of other students (p. 14).
The report explored the differences students in poorer communities experience including
lower school funding levels, reduced access to high-quality early childhood education,
and reduced access to highly qualified teachers. These differences in educational
opportunity are an additional hurdle that minority and poor students face, potentially
reducing engagement levels of students and hence levels of graduation. One of the
consistent predictors for dropping out is a lack of student engagement with the school
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(Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2009). This inequitable educational opportunity
costs society not only in terms of financial impacts but also in the failure to achieve an
inclusive society - one that does not restrict certain groups of people from full
participation and achievement
Limitations of Generalizing about Dropout Effects
It is important to remember that despite the voluminous literature on the negative
impact of dropping out, the empirical studies on the topic are largely correlational, so
dropping out has not been shown to be causal, but is rather only correlated with these
negative outcomes. It is difficult to discern which of these individual or societal impacts
would exist within this population even if they graduated from high school. One
researcher attempted to gain insight into the heterogeneity of the population of dropouts
and found that by categorizing dropouts into two groups, those who had willingly left
school due to work or family, and those who were “pushed” out by “expulsion, poor
grades, moving, and not liking school” (Bjerk, 2012, p. 110) showed dramatically
different outcome results. Those who left willingly had equivalent earnings and criminal
records to demographically similar students who graduated.
Predicting Who Will Exit High School
Researchers have looked into trying to predict which students will exit high
school before graduation. Knowing which students are most likely to not graduate is
important, as it may allow school counselors to identify and address these students’ needs
and consequently may increase high school graduation rates. In a 25-year review of 203
studies on dropouts, Rumberger and Lim (2008) spoke of the research as often being
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situated in either an individual or institutional perspective, seeing the causes of dropping
out within the individual student or the systems (e.g. family, community, schools) around
them. A review of a number of analyses of the literature (Battin-Pearson, et al., 2000;
Deschamps, 1992; Gleason & Dynarski, 1998; Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007;
Lawton, 1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008) on dropout prevention suggests multiple factors
are correlated with dropout behavior related to individuals and systems. Table 1 provides
a list of studies that have found relationships between specific predictors and high school
student dropout rates.
Table 1: Predictors of Who Will Drop Out of High School
Predictors
Individual Student Behaviors
Lower grades and GPA

Research Study Authors

Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, &
Hawkins, 2000; Deschamps, 1992; Gleason &
Dynarski, 1998; Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton,
2007; Lawton, 1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008

Changing schools

Gleason & Dynarski, 1998; Hammond, Smink, Drew,
& Linton, 2007; Rumberger & Lim, 2008

Being overage for grade level

Deschamps, 1992; Gleason & Dynarski, 1998;
Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007; Lawton,
1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008

Lack of active engagement
with school work

Gleason & Dynarski, 1998; Hammond, Smink, Drew,
& Linton, 2007; Rumberger & Lim, 2008

Drug and alcohol use

Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, &
Hawkins, 2000; Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton,
2007; Lawton, 1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008
Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, &
Hawkins, 2000; Deschamps, 1992; Hammond,
Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007; Rumberger & Lim,
2008

Relationships with peers with
negative behaviors
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Individual Student Behaviors
Employment for greater than
20 hours a week

Research Study Authors
Deschamps, 1992; Gleason & Dynarski, 1998;
Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007; Lawton,
1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008

Self-expectations for
educational attainment

Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007; Lawton,
1994

Disability status

Deschamps, 1992; Hammond, Smink, Drew, &
Linton, 2007; Lawton, 1994

Family Characteristics
Not living with two parents

26

Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, &
Hawkins, 2000; Deschamps, 1992; Gleason &
Dynarski, 1998; Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton,
2007; Lawton, 1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008

Having more siblings

Deschamps, 1992; Hammond, Smink, Drew, &
Linton, 2007; Lawton, 1994

Having a sibling who has
dropped out of school

(Deschamps, 1992; Gleason & Dynarski, 1998;
Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007;
Rumberger & Lim, 2008),

Low parental educational
expectations for the student

Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, &
Hawkins, 2000; Gleason & Dynarski, 1998;
Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007; Lawton,
1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008

Family stress

Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, &
Hawkins, 2000; Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton,
2007; Lawton, 1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008

Low family resources

Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, &
Hawkins, 2000; Deschamps, 1992; Gleason &
Dynarski, 1998; Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton,
2007; Lawton, 1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008

School Characteristics
General student characteristics

Discipline problems in
classrooms

Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, &
Hawkins, 2000; Deschamps, 1992; Gleason &
Dynarski, 1998
Deschamps, 1992; Gleason & Dynarski, 1998;
Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007; Lawton,
1994; Rumberger & Lim, 2008
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School Characteristics
Lack of teacher student
engagement

Research Study Authors
Battin-Pearson, Newcomb, Abbott, Hill, Catalano, &
Hawkins, 2000; Deschamps, 1992; Hammond,
Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007; Lawton, 1994

Less academic differentiation
to address student needs

Hammond, Smink, Drew, & Linton, 2007; Lawton,
1994

School discipline policies

Deschamps, 1992; Hammond, Smink, Drew, &
Linton, 2007; Lawton, 1994; Rumberger & Lim,
2008

Lower state age requirements
for compulsory attendance

Rumberger & Lim, 2008

There are voluminous studies that seek to identify those students who are most likely to
drop out of high school. Equally important is a review of studies that assess the accuracy
of those predictors.
Accuracy of Predictors
The value of dropout prediction lies in the effective identification of at-risk
students. Further research suggests that though many factors may be correlated with
dropout behavior these may not be effective means of identifying potential dropouts.
Bowers, Sprott, and Taff (2013) reviewed 140 studies that focused on individual factors
looking to see which predictors were most accurate in correctly identifying students who
would drop out. Of these 140 studies, 36 articles provided sufficient data to determine
dropout predictor accuracy; across these studies, 110 dropout indicators were reported.
The authors enumerated three requirements for good predictors; that the predictors must
identify the students who actually do dropout, not misidentify students who graduate as
potential dropouts, and be representative of the dropout population. In general, they
found that most predictors were not representative of the dropout population and, of even
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greater concern, that “many of these dropout indicators are not better than a random
guess” (Bowers, Sprott, & Taff, 2013, p. 12). Further, many of the indicators
misidentified large numbers of students as potential future dropouts. The most accurate
dropout indicators were, in order of accuracy; grade 7-12 math achievement trajectory,
high school GPA, and grade 8-12 school engagement.
Gleason and Dynarkski (2002) also looked at how effective dropout predictors
were in correctly identifying students who do not graduate using data from four cities that
provided data to the School Dropout Demonstration Assistance Program (SDDAP). They
found the most effective predictors in middle school are high absenteeism and being
overage for their current grade. For high school students, the most effective predictors
were high absenteeism and being overage in addition to being a teen parent and a low
GPA. Using multiple predictors was effective in identifying 23% of future dropouts at the
middle school level and 42% of future high school dropouts. Conversely, these factors
significantly over-identify many students as at-risk when they actually graduated. In
reviewing dropout prediction scales, James Weber (1988) used the High School and
Beyond (HS&B) dataset to determine how many students would be accurately predicted
as dropouts using the average prediction scale. His results suggest that only 28% of
dropouts would be accurately identified.
Barry and Reschly (2012) compared two models for predicting dropouts,
following a cohort of 201 students from grade three through graduation year. The models
were developed from a combination of literature review and subsequent discriminant
analysis. Model A included four indicators; student behavior, school problems, the Iowa
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Test of Basic Skills (Math, Reading, and Language Arts), and student study skills. Model
B included five indicators; gender, Adaptive Skills measured on the Behavior Assessment
System for Children (BASC), a composite score for the Aggression, Hyperactivity, and
Conduct Problems from subscales of the BASC, School Problems composite, and a
referral to the student support team (SST). Model A correctly identified graduates 50% of
the time and dropouts 86% of the time. Model B correctly identified graduates 61% of the
time and dropouts 80% of the time. Model A predicted results more accurately for girls
while Model B predicted results more accurately for boys, African Americans,
Caucasians, and overall. Although the authors asserted that both models are better than
chance, each still shows considerable error. Both the Gleason and Dynarkski (2002) and
the Barry and Reschly (2012) studies are important in that they point out not only how
often the predictors are correct in identifying dropouts, but how often they misidentify
students as potential dropouts.
Researchers have suggested that dropping out should be considered as a
continuous rather than discrete event (Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez,
1989) and perhaps suggest a need to develop theories and measures of student
disengagement rather than simple measures of correlation to better identify at-risk
students. School counselors with their unique relationships with students are well
positioned to address issues of student engagement. The school counselor in contrast to
teachers often works with their students over the course of high school, not just a
semester or year.
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Impact of School Reforms and Standardized Testing
Beyond the individual and structural factors that have been discussed is a
contemporary issue that can effectively work to push students out of the educational
system. In response to decades of lower academic achievement (as measured by
standardized tests), among low-SES and minority students, there has been a focus on
developing strategies to help students score higher on these tests. Researchers have
shown that while the rhetoric has been one of working to improve the educational
outcomes and opportunities for under-achieving students, the result has been the
institutionalization of weak pedagogical methods focused on repetitive, low-concept,
“skill and drill” methods (Berliner, 2012; Giroux, 2014; Holmes, 2012; Kohn, 2000;
Mickelson, Giersch, Stearns, & Moller, 2013; Polesel, Dulfer, & Turnbull, 2012; Priestly
& Sinnema, 2014). As McCarty (2009) wrote, the results of these efforts have led to
“schools labeled ‘underperforming’ teach[ing] to the test, remov[ing] low-performing
students from the testing pool, curtail[ing] low-stakes subjects, and artificially
manipulate[ing] test scores and drop-out rates” (p. 7), rather than leading to better
educated students. Other researchers also have documented the negative impact of
standardized tests on drop-out rates (McDill, Natriello, Pallas, 1985; McNeil, Coppola,
Radigan, & Helig, 2008; Papay, Murnane, & Willett, 2009)
The effect of regulations which disproportionately impact students-at-risk are felt
most severely by the very students the school reform efforts were intended to help.
Research results documenting rates of graduation and college readiness of high school
students indicate that there remain large inequities in educational outcomes (see Table 2)
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for students based on race/ethnicity both in rates of graduation and academic achievement
(Green & Forster, 2003).
Table 2: Graduation Rates and Readiness for College, by Race

Race/ethnicity high school
students
High school graduates %
Public high school students
70
Black/African American
51
Hispanic
52
White
72
Asian
79
American Indian
54
Source: Greene, J., & Forster, G. (2003, p. 2).

High school graduates
qualified to attend a fouryear college based on
transcript analysis %
36
25
22
39
46
21

Meta-analyses on School-Wide Efforts to Curb Exiting High School
Given the impact of non-completion on both the individual and society, a number
of efforts have been made to increase graduation rates. Two large reviews of the efficacy
of dropout prevention programs indicated modest results. A Mathematica Policy
Research Group reviewed 16 programs funded by the U.S. Department of Education
School Dropout Demonstration Assistance Program (SDDAP) and found that programs
meant to improve graduation rates did not impact graduation rates (Dynarski, Gleason,
Rangarajan, & Wood, 1998). A second large study was completed by the U.S.
Department of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) which is tasked with
uncovering promising evidence-based practices across a number of educational issues.
The WWC restricts what it considers “good research” to experimental design research.
WWC looked at 59 drop-out prevention programs and concluded there was moderate
evidence of efficacy for only four practices; providing students an adult advocate,
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academic support, personalized learning, and rigorous instruction (Dynarski et al., 2008).
However, the support for these findings/practices is somewhat problematic because the
studies often looked at credit accumulation rather than graduation, involved multiple
interventions so that the unique impact of these variables could not be ascertained, and
did not find consistent results across studies.
School Counselors
School counselors have a unique and evolving role in schools. The field initially
focused on career and guidance and was then influenced by the Cold War, with a
subsequent emphasis on increasing student achievement in math and science as a primary
goal (Gysbers, 2010). The field of school counseling has further moved to include not
only vocational and educational issues but also psychological concerns of students
(Gysbers, 2010). Despite shifts in the focus of school counseling, school counselors
continued to deliver services using a model of an individual (the counselor) providing
direct services to their assigned students. With the introduction of Gysbers’
comprehensive guidance and counseling programs, three foci were identified as part of
the new role of school counselors; “content, organizational frame, and resources”
(Gysbers & Henderson, 2001, html p. 1). This changed the individual silo-type work of
school counselors to more team-oriented work within the school counseling department,
across other school departments, and with community members and agencies. In addition
to the change in focus of school counselors, there has been a shift towards measures of
accountability and a concurrent effort to require the use of evidence-based research as the
foundation for developing future comprehensive school counseling programs (Dimmit,
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Carey, & Hatch, 2007). However, despite the importance of such research, there have
been longstanding concerns about this research base that have included: the limited
amount of empirical research, the absence of school counselor-generated research, and
the quality of the research produced (Bauman, 2004; Loesch, 1988; Wilson, 1985).
Evidence-Based Practice in School Counseling
A consensus has developed among a number of scholars in the field of school
counseling that school counselors must use evidence-based practices (Dimmitt, Carey, &
Hatch, 2007, Hatch, 2013, Sink & Stoh, 2003). Evidence-based practices provide a means
for making justified and intentional decisions. By looking at the accumulated research
and practitioner evidence that particular practices work (or do not), school counselors can
use the accumulated knowledge to inform and justify practice decisions rather than a
more haphazard approach. Evidence-based practice provides a means for practitioners to
think about the relative merits of different approaches, evaluate their expected efficacy,
and apply that knowledge to their local program development.
Because of concerns about the limited amount and quality of school counseling
research, a number of groups have formed to attempt to address these concerns. Some of
these have been in existence for a long period of time, and others are relative newcomers
to this work. The organizations include The School Counseling, Analysis, Leadership and
Evaluation Research Center (SCALE), School Counseling Outcome Research &
Evaluation (CSCORE), The Center for Excellence in School Counseling and Leadership
(CESCaL), The National Office for School Counselor Advocacy (NOSCA), the National
Panel for Evidence-Based School Counseling Practices, the National Initiative for
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Transforming School Counseling, and Evidence-Based School Counseling National
Conference (EBSC), and the National School Counseling Research Center (NSCRC).
The National Panel for Evidence-Based School Counseling Practices focused very
specifically on the issue of evidence-based literature. This panel was formed after
discussions held at the 2003 Research Summit of the American School Counselor
Association (ASCA) and efforts from members of the Association for Counselor
Education and Supervision (ACES) to encourage the development of an evidence-based
research literature in school counseling, a base that is necessary for “responsible and
effective practice” (Hatch, 2008, p. 197). In 2008, the National Panel for EvidencedBased School Counseling reported on their evaluation of the Student Success Skills and
Second Step programs (Carey, Dimmitt, Hatch, Lapan, & Whiston). However, the
National Panel members then decided to cease operating due to their finding of a lack of
school counseling research that would allow for this type of analysis (C. Dimmitt,
personal conversation Dimmitt, January 13, 2014).
Another focused effort to address the issue of improving the evidence-based
literature and its use in school counseling led to the initiation of an annual conference
focused on this topic, the Evidence-Based School Counseling National Conference. In
February 2016, they held their fourth conference. The first three conferences were hosted
at Northern Kentucky University (NKU) and as a collaborative effort of NKU (school
counseling program and NKU Center for Educator Excellence) and CSCORE
(KYforward.com, 2012). The most recent conference was hosted at the University of
Georgia in Athens, Georgia with the same sponsors. The conference aim is to bring in
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national experts from across the various centers and organizations (ASCA, Education
Trust, NOSCA, CSCORE, and ACA) to discuss and encourage the use of effective
research-based practices and data.
Limited Research Findings
Despite these efforts, the number and rigor of evidenced-based research in the
field of school counseling is limited. In describing problems that interfere with the
transformation of urban school counseling from reactionary to programmatic, Mitello and
Janson (2014) noted that there remains “scant empirical research on the impact of school
counselor practices and programs” (p. 746). Susan Whiston, a key outcome researcher in
the field of school counseling, voiced similar concerns with the limited research base
(Whiston, 2002; Whiston & Quinby, 2009; Whiston, Tai, Rahardja, & Eder, 2011).
The Professional School Counseling (PSC) journal is the flagship journal for
school counselors and as such, the key source to disseminate research findings on school
counselors and school counseling. In a review of the first ten years of the journal (19982008), a content analysis by Falco, Bauman, Sumnicht, & Engelstad (2011) found that
only 32.6 % of the articles were research articles (articles with findings), in contrast to
47% of research articles being research based in the Journal of Counseling &
Development, the flagship journal of the counseling profession as a whole (Arredondo,
Rosen, & Rice, 2005). The most common topic for articles in PSC is professional
practice and conceptual topics (55%). The most common methodology used in the
research articles was surveys (44%). Other methods included qualitative methods (24%),
quasi-experimental methods (23%) and experimental methods (6.4%). Topics most
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relevant to developing school programs related to school graduation rates were covered in
few of the research articles; academic development (9.1%), program evaluation (2.7%),
and guidance curriculum (2.7%).
In reviewing the Falco, Bauman, Sumnicht, and Engelstad (2011) research,
Kaffenberger (2012) noted that less than 5% of the articles published in PSC were
authored by practitioners. To address this, PSC developed a category specifically for
practitioner research articles in 2009 to encourage submissions by school counselors.
Practitioner articles that describe findings from authentic settings are a critical part of the
research base and are necessary for informed practice by school counselors.
Despite the limitations in the number of research articles available, there was still
sufficient research for a meta-analysis of school counselor outcome research. Whiston,
Tai, Rahardja, and Eder (2011) looked at research conducted between1980-2004 and
found 117 studies with sufficient data provided to include them in a meta-analysis of
school counselor interventions. The authors found both responsive services and guidance
curriculum had small but significant effect sizes (.35) suggesting that students who
receive the treatment intervention will score approximately one third of a standard
deviation higher than students in the control (or non-treatment) conditions on the
outcome measure. This effect size is similar to that found in an earlier school counseling
outcome review (.30; Whiston & Quinby, 2009). Whiston, Tai, Rahardja, and Eder
(2011) noted that small group interventions, peer-facilitation programs, increasing
student problem-solving, and reducing student disciplinary issues were the intervention
areas with the strongest impacts. Of concern, though, they also found that teacher use of
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these interventions was more effective then experienced counselors. After reviewing this
broad spectrum of research studies, the authors concluded that future research would
benefit from increased research rigor, “treatment integrity and … (the) use of
standardized outcome assessments” (Whiston, Tai, Rahardja, & Eder, 2011, p. 48).
Research on School Counselors’ Interventions to Impact Graduation Rates
The research on school counselor impacts on graduation is quite limited. This is
an area of great concern to school counselors and school counselor educators. Dimmitt,
Carey, McGannon, and Henningson (2005) conducted a Delphi study to establish
essential research questions for the field of school counseling. The study panel identified
“What specific school counseling interventions are most effective at preventing school
dropout?” (p. 221) as the second the most important research question to be addressed.
(The research question rated as most important was, “Which specific school counseling
interventions result in the greatest gains in students' academic development and
achievement?” (p.221)).
The need for effective research in this area is echoed by professional school
counselors in the field. Fifty-five professional school counselors in an urban school
district were surveyed about their most urgent professional development needs. The vast
majority (93.1%) of the counselors reported their top need as training on dropout
prevention (Owens, Pernice-Duca, & Thomas, 2009).
The need for evidenced-based research remains strong in the field of school
counseling. The articles are so infrequent as to have caused a group formed for the
purpose of reviewing such research to disband as noted above. One purpose of my study
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was to offer new research that will add to the particularly limited research base on school
counselors and student graduation.
Review of research findings. Despite its potential importance, little outcome
research exists to describe school counselor impact on high school graduation rates. A
search of the literature indexed in ERIC for the last 25 years generated six studies and
one review of multiple works where high school graduation was discussed. In addition, a
paper by Edmondson and White (1998) was included because it is frequently mentioned
in the literature as support for the belief that school counselors’ do positively impact
graduation rates.
The ERIC search used general search terms (“high school” and “dropout or
graduation”) and generated 4555 articles, all of which were reviewed to determine if they
were research pieces. Research pieces are defined here as research with findings. The
articles were initially reviewed by reading the abstract for relevance to this study and then
the full article was read if it appeared to have potential to meet the criteria for this study.
The criteria for inclusion were presentation of research findings related to high school
graduation and the involvement of school counselors. In reviewing this literature, an
additional four studies were located. This review of literature is limited by the process
used to generate articles for inclusion; it is possible that additional relevant research on
this topic exists but was not uncovered with this search process. What follows is a review
of these ten studies and the Edmondson and White (1998) paper.
White and Kelly (2010) looked across multiple research works to draw
conclusions about school counselor impacts that included high school graduation rates as
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one of the variables of interest. In the White and Kelly (2010) article, the authors looked
at counseling journals from 1985-2008 and found 20 articles where authors discussed
school counselors and dropouts. Of these, they identified only one of these papers (WirthBond, Coyne, & Adams, 1991) as using graduation rates as a dependent variable. As a
result, only that article will be discussed in more depth.
Wirth-Bond, Coyne, and Adams (1991) looked at a program that focused on
reducing the dropout rate. It appears on its face to be a program in which the main
intervention is delivered by counselors and thus the main interaction or effect could be
attributable to counselor activities. The researchers constructed and administered a
questionnaire to students participating in the school program known as the Vocational
Special Needs Program (VSN). This program identified students based on the following
risk factors:
(a) emotional problems exhibited in the school setting, (b) poor attendance, (c)
poor achievement, (d) family members who had dropped out or were influencing
the student to leave school, (e) students who exhibited negative attitudes toward
school and school staff, (f) students who exhibited abusive or destructive behavior
in school, (g) members of a negative peer group, (h) students with low selfesteem, (i) those who had indicated a desire to drop out, and (j) students from
families whose income was below poverty level (Wirth-Bond, Coyne, Adams,
1991, p. 132).
At the time of the study (1987), there were 152 students in the VSN sample, and 119
completed the questionnaire. It is unclear in the study what high school grade the students
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were in when they completed the questionnaire. The researchers were looking to test their
theory that students in VSN would be less likely to exit if they “had a significant other
adult” in their school lives. Wirth-Bond, Coyne, and Adams (1991) reported that students
in the VSN program had “an usually low dropout rate (8.4%) among high school students
identified as being at high risk for dropping out” (p. 135). Limitations of the paper
include both the failure to provide comparison numbers of dropouts who were identified
as at high risk- but did not receive the VSN program intervention or numbers for the
overall dropout rate for the school population at large in that school district.
The VSN Program required students to be in a resource class for one hour a day to
work on school work. The classes were led by VSN counselors and included structured
and unstructured activities. The authors did not describe the qualifications or education of
the VSN counselors, so it is unknown if they were actually professional school
counselors or professional counselors of any sort. It seems unlikely that they were school
counselors, as a questionnaire asking about student relationships refers to guidance
counselors as a separate category of staff. So although the authors reported what they
called an unusually low dropout rate, no conclusions about a school counseling
intervention can be made due to the lack of key details in the published study.
Dean Miller (2006) undertook a study to see if there were any correlational
relationships between “32 ‘guidance and counseling input variables’ and 40 hoped-for
‘student outcome variables’” (p. 239). The study included 2100 students at 84 schools.
The study design and focus was developed with various stakeholder groups (academics,
professional school counselors, professional organizations, and schools) in the state of
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Minnesota and with funding from the U.S. Office of Education. The stated goal of the
research was to examine the impact school counselors were having. Miller did not report
what the input variables or hoped-for student outcome variables were. Reported general
factor analysis results referred to a variety of undefined terms (such as the quality of the
school counseling program, satisfaction with guidance, helpfulness of school counselors)
and do not provide how the authors determined these or other similarly undefined
outcomes. Without this being provided, it is impossible to establish the validity of the
research on these areas or to establish specific counselor impacts.
Jolie Ziomek-Daigle (2010) reported on a state initiative in Georgia to raise the
graduation rate of students across the state. The program involved hiring Graduation
Coaches (GC) for each school to focus on students at risk of early school leaving. The
study was conducted to understand the impact of the Graduation Coach Program on
dropout rates (Ziomek-Daigle, 2010). The author conducted a qualitative study to answer
the research question, “How are Graduation Coaches affecting the dropout rate by
increasing school completion?” (Ziomek-Daigle, 2010, p. 378). Twenty Graduation
Coaches were invited to participate in the study, but in the end, only four graduation
coaches completed the study due to 12 failing to complete initial study interest forms and
four not being selected for inclusion. All of the GCs invited to participate in the research
were certified as school counselors, but worked in the GC position at a middle or high
school in Georgia. Data were collected through individual interviews. Coding of the data
was through a grounded theory framework and substantive and theoretical coding of the
interviews (Ziomek-Daigle, 2010).
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Based on the analysis of the coded interviews, Ziomek-Daigle (2010) concluded
that “systemic interventions can increase students’ chances for school completion” (p.
380). The study author concluded that the interventions used in this study to form
collaborative efforts with family members were particularly effective. Results from the
Georgia program indicated an improvement in graduation rates. The author cited a 41%
statewide dropout rate and contrasted that with a 75.4% 2008 graduation rate, which she
stated showed a 3-point increase from the preceding year. Ziomek-Daigle inconsistently
described dropout measurement, sometimes referring to the dropout rate and sometimes
referring to the graduation rate. The article does not provide a clear description of how
they determined what is considered a student dropout or graduate. For instance, does this
include students who have dropped out four years after entering the 9th grade class, a
more common usage today or is it someone who has not received a diploma within six
years? Does it count students who earn an alternative high school diploma such as by
taking the GED exam as dropouts or graduates? The author also referred to point
increases and percentage increases without clearly distinguishing the reference. While
this study has significant limitations due to the lack of operationalization of key terms,
the Georgia GC program itself is worthy of additional study and with an adequate
research design, might demonstrate evidence of effective practices.
Marsha Boutelle (2010) undertook a qualitative descriptive study of four high
schools with strong graduation rates. One of the schools described, Selma Unified, used
school counselors to intervene with at-risk students as part of a comprehensive school
program that included early identification of students with reading or language

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION

43

difficulties and academic support. One hundred percent of the students at Selma Unified
were on free or reduced lunch and 99% were minorities. The school has high
expectations for students, and all are put in a college-track in 9th grade. Boutelle (2010)
did not provide the rich, deep description as is often associated with qualitative studies,
but rather a brief response by educators from the school about what they believe accounts
for the school’s high graduation rate. Educators at Selma indicated that their use of data
has been critical in tracking students on attendance and academic achievement
throughout their high school years. They also indicated that students are assigned a
school counselor to provide support. At-risk counselors are mentioned as an additional
means of supporting students, but it is not clear if this is the aforementioned school
counselor or an additional support position. Though they mention the importance of
counselors, they did not describe what interventions they provide or any information
suggesting that they measure the impact of counselor interventions. By identifying an
exemplar school, this study had the potential to detail what was experienced by members
of the identified school in such a way that a reader could become aware of why these
school counselors possibly were impactful on student graduation rates in these particular
settings. Unfortunately, this study did not.
Three large-scale research studies located in Nebraska (Carey, Harrington,
Martin, & Hoffman, 2012), Utah (Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson, 2012) and
Missouri (Lapan, Gysbers, & Petroski, 2001) looked at the impact of comprehensive
school counseling programs on students using a hierarchical linear modeling (HLM)
analysis. The three studies shared two questions, with the Nebraska study adding a third
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question. These research questions were: (1) After controlling for demographic
differences between high schools, which features of the ASCA National Model are most
strongly associated with student educational outcomes? (2) Which characteristics of the
school counseling program (i.e., student-to-school-counselor ratio, counselor time use,
length of time that a comprehensive school counseling program has been implemented)
are most strongly associated with student educational outcomes? (3) Is the level of
implementation of career and technical education within the comprehensive school
counseling program (i.e., Perkins Career and Technical Education programs) associated
with student educational outcomes?
Lapan, Gysbers, and Petroski (2001) looked at the effect of comprehensive school
counseling programs on middle school students in Missouri through self-report data from
students and teachers. The use of HLM allowed the researchers to control for differences
between schools, however the study has been critiqued for its reliance on self-report data
(Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Hoffman, 2012). Lapan, Gysbers, and Petroski (2001) did
not follow students through to high school, so the impact on high school graduation could
not be assessed. However, a number of positive outcomes were reported by the students,
several of which are factors that researchers have found correlated with increased high
school graduation rates; an improved sense of safety in school, more positive
relationships with teachers, a feeling that their education is important to their future, and
higher GPAs. Additional findings were students’ increased satisfaction with their
education and decreased social problems.
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Carey, Harrington, Martin, and Stevenson (2012) looked at data from public high
schools across the state of Utah and in Carey, Harrington, Martin, and Hoffman (2012),
the authors used the same methodologies to look at the data from public high schools in
Nebraska. For the Utah study, the authors collected data directly from the state on 144
public high schools. Participants from 88 of the invited 144 schools completed surveys.
In the Nebraska study, there was participation by 206 high schools of 272 where
participation was invited. Counselors were asked to complete the School Counseling
Program Implementation Survey (SCPIS) in addition to other questions (such as school
counselor role and time on tasks). Student demographic data were also collected in
addition to 12 outcome measures (such as discipline, graduation rates, average ACT
score) providing objective outcome data.
Carey, Harrington, Martin, and Hoffman, (2012) found in their study of the state
of Nebraska programs that greater school counselor reported comprehensive program
implementation (SCPIS results) correlated with improved student outcomes on eight
outcome measures (suspension rate, discipline rate, attendance rate, percent Math
proficient, percent Reading proficient, percent Technical proficient, and percent Program
Completion), while there was not a significant impact on three outcomes measures
(dropout rate, graduation rate, ACT average). But while overall measures of
comprehensive school counseling programming did not correlate with graduation, how
school counselors reported they spent their time did (Carey, Harrington, Martin, &
Hoffman, 2012). School counselors were asked to indicate the percent of time they spent
in each of five activities; guidance curriculum, responsive services, individual planning,
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system support, and non-related duties. Carey, Harrington, Martin, and Hoffman, 2012
found a positive correlation (p > .039) between the percent of time school counselors
spent in guidance curriculum activities (which the authors defined as “delivering
preventative and developmental curricular interventions” (p. 5)) and a negative
correlation (p > .033) between school counselor time spent in responsive services and
student graduation rates.
In studying schools in Utah, Carey, Harrington, Martin, and Stevenson (2012)
found again that overall school counselor self-reported implementation of comprehensive
guidance programs did not impact overall student graduation rates. The outcomes
correlated with improvement included eight variables (discipline rate, attendance rate,
ACT average and percent taking the ACT, percent Math proficient, percent Reading
proficient, graduation rates for students enrolled in the Perkins Career and Technical
Education Programs and percent participating in Perkins programs). School counselor
student load positively correlated with reduced discipline and increased student
attendance. Graduation rates of students in the Perkins Career and Technical Programs
were also positively correlated with school counselor time spent on system support
activities. System support activities are those activities that support the school counseling
program- but are not direct service to students (e.g. professional development,
consultation, committee work; Johnson & Dinnall, 2009).
PSC had a special edition focused on comprehensive school counseling programs
(2012). In addition to the study of Nebraska and Utah, two additional research articles in
this issue spoke about the impact of CSCP on graduation rates. Lapan, Gysbers, Stanley,
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and Pierce (2012) looked at the effect of school counselor load and student graduation
rates across the state of Missouri. 481 high schools were included in this analysis. The
authors described the sample as representative of the high schools in the state in terms of
a number of demographic features (e.g., urban, suburban, and rural, enrollment size, SES,
and minority composition) but did not include how the schools were selected. The study
findings showed a relationship between school counselor load and several outcome
measures (increased graduation rates, decreased disciplinary incidents, and better
attendance).
Lapan, Gysbers, Stanley, and Pierce (2012) further found that in schools with
higher numbers of low income students (as defined by free or reduced-lunch program
participation), lower school counselor ratios could account for a small (5%) but
significant amount of variance in school graduation rates. The authors performed an
additional analysis, looking just at schools within their sample with 40% or more students
receiving free or reduced lunch. When comparing within this group, those schools with
the ASCA recommended ratio of no more than 250 students to one school counselor also
saw significant differences (in a positive direction) of students graduating. In high
poverty schools with the ASCA recommended school counselor ratio, 91% of students
graduated versus 86% in schools that exceeded the ASCA recommended ratio. School
counseling programs in Missouri are expected by state regulation to have a
comprehensive school counseling program, and the programs have been deeply
influenced by the decades of work by Norm Gysbers. Thus the findings from this study
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may not be generalizable to other states, particularly for schools that do not have
comprehensive school counseling programs.
Burkard, Gillen, Martinez, and Skytte (2012) studied schools in Wisconsin to see
if there was a relationship between outcomes and level of CSCP implementation. The
total population of Wisconsin school counselors (N=888) was invited to participate in
this research and 116 returned completed surveys for a 23% response rate. Given the low
response rate, it is difficult to assume that the sample is representative of the population
of school counselors in Wisconsin. The survey given was the Survey of Comprehensive
School Counseling Programs (SCSCP) measure of the level of implementation of
comprehensive school counseling programs (CSCP). The survey has six scales that
measure different aspects of CSCPs; Individual Planning, Responsive Services, Guidance
Curriculum, Management, Evaluation, and Foundation. In addition to the counselor
surveys the researchers collected school level data on student achievement and
demographic data from a state website, the Wisconsin Information Network for
Successful Schools. The authors spoke to concerns with the quality of this data set but
were unable to get the original raw data sets from the Wisconsin Department of Public
Instruction, despite prior agreements. In their analysis of the data, they found a positive
relationship between the level of comprehensive school counseling program (CSCP)
implementation and student attendance and graduation. Burkard, Gillen, Martinez, and
Skytte (2012) found a negative relationship between degree of implementation of the
CSCP and unexcused school absences, grade retention, and student suspension rates.

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION

49

When looking at specific components of the CSCP, Responsive Services and Foundation
were also found to have a positive relationship with student graduation rates.
One of the problems with this research is that the criteria for determining CSCP
implementation level are norm referenced rather than criteria referenced (Burkard, Gillen,
Martinez, & Skytte, 2012). Those schools, relative to the other responding schools, that
were scored below 33% (of the others schools) on the SCSCP were considered low
implementation schools. Those schools that scored at the 34-66 percentile were
considered medium implementation schools and schools above 67% were designated
high implementation schools. Norm referenced comparisons are problematic in several
ways. Schools may be clustered together, and the categorization differences may thus be
less meaningful. Another problem with norm-referenced systems of categorization is that
equal weighing of questions may not be justifiable. One question may speak to a more
important implementation factor, but it will be weighted the same as a question that is
less relevant. While harder to develop, a criterion-referenced categorization scheme
would be more informative about the level of a school’s implementation of their CSCP.
The essential research question asked here, ‘what is the relationship between what is
offered in a CSCP and student outcomes?’ is important and worth pursuing further. This
type of data would be extremely useful to practicing counselors.
In another study of the impact of a CSCP, Lapan, Gysbers, and Kayson (2007)
reported that the level of implementation of CSCP positively impacted student graduation
rates. Six-hundred seventeen (617) school counselors and 141 school administrators
representing approximately one-third of the schools in Missouri responded to a request to
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complete an internet survey on the degree of implementation of CSCP in their schools.
The authors did not provide information about sample recruitment thus raising the
possibility of sample bias. The article also does not describe the survey given to
participants, so the survey’s validity as an instrument to measure the degree of
implementation of CSCP is also unknown. The statistical analysis controlled for a variety
of differences between the schools (school expenditures, school enrollment, percent of
students receiving free-reduced lunch, instructional quality as measured by percent of
highly qualified teachers, student teacher ratios, school counselor ratios, and teachers’
experience). Based on school counselor surveys of CSCP degree of implementation, the
authors’ found that the implementation levels did not predict school Annual Yearly
Progress (AYP) but did predict a positive relationship with student math test scores,
graduation from high school and attendance. A negative relationship was found with
discipline referrals.
The last article generated in this search for literature was a case study of a single
high school counseling program (Salina, et al., 2013) which used archival data and
interviews to conduct a case study of a CSCP that was credited, by the school, with
increasing the graduation rates from a three year average of 48.3% (2007-2009) to 78.8%
in two years. By 2012 the cohort dropout rate was reported to have decreased to 8%. A
review of current state report card results show that the graduation rates shown in this
study were not an aberration and in fact continue to improve. In 2013-14 the adjusted 4year cohort graduation rate was 85.1% (Washington State Office of Superintendent of
Public Instruction, 2015).
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The program that the Sunnyside School District implemented was possible
because of initial grant funding that the school became eligible for due to the low
graduation rate (Salina, et al., 2013). As part of the program, the school had to select a
new principal. The new principal created a culture of student responsiveness and data
informed interventions. Weekly school counselor team meetings were held and focused
on data regarding the students’ grades, attendance rates, and discipline referrals.
Administrators and school counselors collaborated and developed a school counseling
program, All Hands on Deck (AHOD), to improve student outcomes. The goals of the
program were to re-envision how counselors were seen in the school, to increase positive
student relationships, and to increase academic press within the school. Data were used to
continually identify students at risk of not graduating and to provide support. Findings
from this study included that teachers had increased efficacy, students significantly
increased their belief that teachers cared about them, students had decreased anonymity,
students had increased contact time with adults, and there was an increased belief by
students and staff that students were cared about and expected to succeed. Salina, et al.
recommend that other counselors consider the major lessons of this study as the
importance of; monitoring student progress, increasing communication, being an
advocate for both students and teachers, and working collaboratively with fellow
counselors around supporting students (2013). This study is particularly useful because it
begins to look at what comprehensive school programs do and provides information that
can be used by other school counselors in developing their own CSCPs (Salina, et al.,
2013).
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The Edmondson and White (1998) article is mentioned repeatedly in the school
counseling literature (e.g., Center for School Counseling Outcome Research, 2003;
Dimmitt, & Holt, 2011) and is used to support the assertion that school counselors
positively impact graduation rates. Edmondson and White described a program for
middle school students deemed at-risk of dropping out of school. The program included
tutoring (provided by a local college and coordinated by the school counselors) and group
counseling (provided by the school counselor), but did not follow up to see if it actually
impacted student graduation. Although descriptions of programs that are used to address
student needs are useful for professional school counselors, the lack of follow-up to
determine effectiveness reduces the potential impact of the research and does not provide
the necessary research evidence of effectiveness for replication.
Summary of research articles. A review of the current literature produces a small
base of research relating the work of school counselors to impacts on student graduation
rates. In looking at the works cited above, there are some methodological concerns with
much of it. Wirth-Bond, Coyne, and Adams (1991) provided support that the VSN
program impacts students but do not clarify if the intervention was provided by
professional school counselors. Miller (2006) failed to provide any operationalized
definitions of central terms used in the study (e.g., quality of the school counseling
program, satisfaction with guidance, helpfulness of school counselors), making validity
problematic. Ziomek-Daigle (2010) found hints of impact- but failed to include basic
elements of description that are necessary to evaluate the work. So although ZiomekDaigle (2010) wrote of a promising intervention, the lack of operationalization and
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description of how key metrics are determined (such as graduation and dropout rates)
make conclusions about the study premature. And there have been many instances where
state reporting bodies have worked to make dropout statistics look better than they are
(Feller, 2005), further complicating attempts to determine the outcome of counselor
interventions. Low response rates (Burkard, Gillen, Martinez, & Skytte, 2012) and
incomplete data on sample selection (Lapan, Gysbers, Stanley, & Pierce, 2012) pose
issues with potential sample selection bias.
Despite the potential shortcomings in some of this research, there is still much to
be learned. In the research considering comprehensive school counseling programs,
which used HLM analysis to control for demographic differences between the various
high schools, the results suggest that implementation of comprehensive programs is
correlated with positive outcomes on a number of measures, but not overall high school
graduation rates. The Nebraska study (Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Hoffman, 2012) did
find a positive effect on student graduation of school counselor time spent on guidance
curriculum activities while the Utah study (Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson,
2012) found improved graduation rates for students in the Perkins Career and Technical
Programs when school counselors spent more time on system support activities. However
these studies, as the authors noted, are limited in the inferences to be made, as they are
correlational analyses and not experimentally designed. The second limitation is that data
on the level of implementation of comprehensive school program and percent of school
counselor time spent in various activities were self-report.
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In looking at the impact of school counselor load (Lapan, Gysbers, Stanley, &
Pierce, 2012), the findings indicate that not only does load matter for graduation rates, it
may matter even more in high poverty schools. In addition to counselor load, another
variable that may impact student graduation rates is the level at which a CSCP is
implemented (Burkard, Gillen, Martinez, & Skytte, 2012). The work by Salina et al.
(2013) is significant in both the graduation results reported and in the demonstration that
intentional use of student data and the creation of a caring environment can lead to
substantial changes in student graduation rates.
Many questions about the relationship of school counselors to student graduation
remain. In a review of the literature, Christine Carr (2010) concluded that “much of the
literature surrounding dropout prevention is over ten years old and lacking a real focus on
what school personnel can do specifically to address the dropout crisis” (p. 55). However,
although correlational design is not considered the gold standard in research, it is often
used as a first resource in areas where we do not know what works, or how, to help in
generating future experimental research designs. So while the field does not have
experimental design research results that could be used to demonstrate a causal
relationship between school counselor interventions and outcomes, the studies conducted
to date suggest that school counselor interventions can positively affect student
graduation rates (Burkard, Gillen, Martinez, & Skytte, 2012; Carey, Harrington, Martin,
& Hoffman, 2012; Carey, Harrington, Martin, & Stevenson 2012; Lapan, Gysbers,
Stanley, & Pierce, 2012; Salina et al., 2013).
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Beginning to Address the Gap
The current research attempted to address this gap in the literature by researching
the relationship of school counselor assignment to student graduation rates. This research
took a different approach than that done previously. Instead of looking at school level
data to assess counselor impact on graduation, this research looked at the school
counselor level. This study examined graduation data from students who have been
randomly assigned (by alphabet) to school counselors, which reduced the error term. In
previous research looking at the school level, any differences that might have been
actually attributable to within-school effects rather than school counselor effects
remained. One example of this type of error is that school counselors who had chosen to
develop and use comprehensive school guidance programs or the ASCA model may be
different than school counselors at other schools who did not elect to use such
programming. Any conclusions drawn in the studies looking at the effect of
comprehensive school programs are suspect due to the lack of random assignment to the
treatment or intervention condition. This study was quasi-experimental in that the
researcher did not select the random groups; they were pre-existing. This research design
benefits from a reduced error term over these previous research designs.
School Counselor Accountability
Research on the relationship between school counselors and student graduation
rates is useful not only for designing more effective programs- but also for developing
measures for school counselor accountability. When discussing school accountability,
one of the most important criteria used to measure the success of a school and an
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individual student is graduation (Swanson, 2008). The importance of students graduating
reverberates both through the individual’s life and in the community of that individual
(Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009). Because of the importance of graduation to both individuals
and our larger communities, it is important to determine if features of school counseling
can positively impact graduation rates.
School counselors have been shown to help students meet challenges they face
both academically and personally, and there is a substantial body of research
documenting their effectiveness in these areas with meta-analyses suggesting that
students receiving school counselor interventions score approximately one-third of a
standard deviation higher on outcome measures (Whiston & Quinby, 2009; Whiston, Tai,
Rahardja, & Eder, 2011). Research findings on school counselor impacts on student
achievement and engagement with school may point to interventions or strategies that can
support school counselors working to increase the graduation rate of their students. What
follows are studies that have shown counselor impacts to reduce the achievement gap of
minorities, increase Advanced Placement (AP) course success, increase student pass rates
on high-stakes testing, increase positive relationships between schools and student and
parents, increase student attendance, motivation, and study skills, and decrease student
disciplinary referrals.
Pertinent Findings on School Counselor Impact
Davis, Davis, and Mobley (2013), examined the findings for a program to reduce
the achievement gap between minorities and Caucasian students in taking and succeeding
in AP coursework. A school counselor, AP Psychology teacher, and a school counselor
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intern working collaboratively identified African American students who either had a 3.0
GPA or had at one time been identified as gifted. A group of 35 students was identified
and offered participation in the AP class and support services. Twenty-two students
elected to take the AP class; twelve of whom participated in the support services and the
10 who did not were used as the control group. The support services included a two week
summer program that included relationship building, group counseling, personal goalsetting, and team-building exercises. The sessions did not include study skills or
academic preparation. The program was held at a historically black college/university
(HBCU). The students in the treatment group were placed together in one of the four AP
sections and received counseling support services during class once a week.
Davis, Davis, and Mobley (2013) reported that the treatment group students
performed similarly to Caucasian students in the school and better (though not
statistically significant) than the control group students. The lack of random assignment
to treatment or control makes it impossible to know if findings from this study are due to
the intervention or the differences in students who do and do not elect to receive support
services. In reviewing results, the research team concluded that the strong relationships
between students and between students and educators was the key factor in student
success and noted that the students’ sense of self as scholars had positive effects on them
in other courses. While this study had participants with the potential to do AP level
coursework, it was the change in student attitudes towards achievement and self-efficacy
that led to improved academic outcomes. Though students at risk of dropping out may
not take college level coursework, the notion of supportive relationships (both peer and
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educators) supporting ones’ identity as a successful student may be effective in reducing
dropout rates.
Bruce, Getch, and Ziomek-Daigle (2009) examined the results of a counselor
intervention that worked with students on passing high-stakes testing. The intervention
involved eight weeks of group counseling with structured sessions on a different theme
each week (e.g., perception of school culture, test-taking skills, definitions of school
success, etc.). As with the previous study by Davis, Davis, and Mobley (2013), Bruce,
Getch, and Ziomek-Daigle (2009) found that African American students reduced the
achievement gap with Caucasian peers and showed significant improvement as a subgroup (African American) over the prior year’s test scores (63.2 % vs. 38.7% pass rate).
Treatment group participants were drawn from eleventh grade African-American students
who had not yet taken the high-stakes exam. All 45 students who fit these criteria were
invited to participate in the intervention. As with the previous study, this study also may
suffer from treatment group self-selection bias. Despite this limitation, the study provides
additional support for the value of school counselor interventions in assisting students’
academic achievement. Given the importance of high-stakes tests on the path to
graduation, this study provides one example of an intervention that may ultimately
impact student graduation rates.
In a different study, researchers reported on a group counseling intervention for
academically at-risk ninth graders (Kayler & Sherman, 2009). The group was described
as focused on study skills, social skills with peers, and personal skills related to
academics such as motivation, however, the groups were referred to as study skills
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groups, and that appeared to be the major focus of the groups based on a review of
agendas provided in the journal article. The stated goals of the group were to improve
student relationships with others at school and improve academic achievement. Students
were selected at the beginning of the school year based on failing competency exams. In
the later part of the school year students were defined as at-risk with a very broad
definition- those students with GPAs in the bottom half of the ninth grade class. Students
thus defined as at risk were invited to participate. Groups met six times, once a week.
Student self-report on pre-post tests indicated they had improved study skills, however
student GPAs did not show change. Qualitative data from counselors who provided the
intervention suggested that a study skills focus was insufficient to improve GPAs, though
they noted that positive relationships with students and their parents also were formed.
When considering this study in contrast to the two previously mentioned studies, it
appears that a greater focus on team building with peers, relationships with educators,
and hearing the voices of participants (e.g. such as student perception of school climate)
might have been more successful than this more limited group focus on study skills.
In another study involving at-risk students, Berger studied a school counselor
intervention which involved group counseling with 9th and 10th grade academically
under-performing students using the Bring Out the Brilliance group counseling program
(Berger, 2013). This intervention was conceptually grounded in the Achievement
Orientation Model (AOM) which suggests that student performance is related to their
self-efficacy, academic goals, and relationships with adults (teachers and parents). The
goals of the program were for students to have increased GPAs and attendance and
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decreased disciplinary issues. The group ran eight sessions with a theme for each session
(e.g., identify feelings, celebrate accomplishments, learn time management skills,
develop relationships with group members, etc.). Groups were very small with the study
consisting of three groups ranging from three to six members conducted in three different
high schools. Findings showed student GPAs increased, though not significantly.
Students on average also showed increased attendance and decreased discipline referrals.
The most significant changes seen were on pre-post test measures of motivation,
organizational and time management skills. Qualitative data suggested that students value
connections with educators in their school and would like to see more positive
relationships with them. A limitation of this program noted by Berger (2013) was that the
groups were not run by the students’ assigned school counselors, thus limiting the
duration and extent of the relationships formed. When contrasting this program, which
had some success, with the study by Davis, Davis, and Mobley (2013), a notable
difference that emerges is the duration of the relationship between students and
counselors. This may suggest that to achieve more profound effects for students,
programs that last for a significant part of the school year are (unsurprisingly due to
increased intervention dosage) likely to show better outcomes.
A review of articles on topics closely related to supporting students’ graduation
from high school can support the limited research on school counselor direct impact on
graduation. School counselors are often the only school personnel to work with students
consistently over the course of multiple years in high school as they accumulate the
credits and test scores necessary to graduate from high school. Thus, school counselors
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are uniquely positioned to support school efforts at increasing high school graduation
rates. Research that looks at the outcome of counselor interventions on important student
variables (e.g., achievement, school engagement, attendance, discipline, and high-stakes
testing) can help school counselors with building new CSCPs that improve graduation
rates.
A rich research base on elements of programs and comprehensive programs is
necessary to support school counselors in practice, to evaluate the work of school
counselors, and for school counselor educators to prepare graduate school counseling
students for practice. For practicing school counselors, research on working with issues
of high school graduation are important in helping them work individually with students,
develop school counseling programs that impact student graduation, and in how they
might be evaluated as school counselors. The ASCA National Model for School
Counseling Programs (ASCA, 2012) includes an element they call School Counselor
Performance Standards, which suggests that the individual school counselor be evaluated
based on “basic standards of practice expected of school counselors implementing a
school counseling program” (ASCA, 2012, p. xiv). However, as Carr and Galassi (2012)
noted, the National Model fails to “explicitly address how [school counselors] should
assess their effectiveness in dropout prevention. The National Model also does not
indicate the type of data to be collected in order to demonstrate the effectiveness of a
comprehensive school counseling program in reducing the dropout rate” (p. 23). The
absence of an adequate research base makes such evaluations problematic.
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Preparing school counseling students to work in schools requires they be able to
understand, find, and conduct research. However, research suggests that limited time is
spent by school counseling students on research coursework during their graduate studies,
which may be a factor in the low student perceived efficacy to conduct research
(Baumann, 2004). Further, graduate schools need to provide students opportunities to
discuss the latest research on the important issues they will face when they enter practice.
The absence of a substantive body of research on counselor impact on graduation
presents challenges to this effort.
The ability of school counselors to impact graduation rates is an important issue
to study, as it speaks not only to the professionalism and work of school counselors- but
to much larger societal issues. When a societal privilege, such as education and
graduation, is restricted or limited by class or race, one impact is that it will work to
replicate existing societal structures. House and Martin (1998) spoke of concern that if
counselors continue to operate in a ‘business as usual’ fashion, they are merely being
‘gatekeepers’ who maintain the status quo, “in this role, they become sorters and
selectors rather than advocates. As gatekeepers, counselors perpetuate the accepted rules
and systemic barriers that cause an inequitable distribution between achievers and nonachievers based on race and socio-economic status” (p. 286).
School counselors and school counselor educators have the opportunity to act as
social justice advocates by researching and sharing practices that improve academic
achievement and graduation rates for all students. As individuals and collectively we can
begin the journey of discovering what of our practices and programs are effective and
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what needs to be changed. Collaboration between researchers and practitioners on the
topic of student exiting can speed the process of determining what practices work and in
establishing an evidence-based research literature that can guide future school counselors
in more effectively working to improve graduation rates. The absence of evidence-based
research that shows us how to do that continues our participation in an unjust educational
system, and we should be held accountable for that as a profession.
Conclusion
Professional school counselors have the ability to foster connections,
relationships, and outcomes that sustain and promote student learning and achievement
(Carey & Dimmitt, 2012; Curtis, VanHorne, Robertson, & Karvonen, 2010; Dimmitt &
Wilkerson, 2012; Wilkerson, Perusee, & Hughes, 2013). Effective school counselors are
uniquely positioned to impact students and systems, however, despite the numerous
studies showing school counselor impact on a variety of important student outcomes
there has not been a comprehensive approach to conceptualizing and testing how we can
do this with the specific goal of reducing the dropout rate. School counselor practitioners
and researchers will need to elucidate the ways in which school counselors have been
shown to be effective with students, identify the particular needs of students who exit
early, and utilize school counselors’ understanding of how to work within and across
systems to develop effective and sustainable programs that reduce early exiting across
high schools.
Given the importance of student graduation and the role of the school counselor in
assisting students in achieving academic success, research to determine if and how school
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counselors might impact students’ likelihood of graduating are of great importance.
Anything that could be learned about how to increase graduation rates of students
through particular professional activities of school counselors would be of great interest
to both the school counseling field and school reform initiatives. In chapter three I will
provide the research questions and methodology used in this research.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
As discussed in chapter two, the increased importance of educator accountability
and the shift to comprehensive school counseling programs (CSCP) have made it
increasingly necessary for school counselors to use the literature base to guide their
practice and to participate in measuring the outcomes of their work (which will support
further development of that literature base). High school graduation is among the most
important outcomes for students. However, currently, there is little research on how
school counselors can effectively assist their students in graduating from high school.
While gaps in the literature exist both on whether and how school counselors might
impact the graduation rates of their students, the purpose of this research was to begin to
address gaps in our knowledge about whether individual school counselors have a unique
impact on their students’ rate of graduation.
Previous studies have looked at whether comprehensive school counseling
programs or other school counseling program attributes (e.g., such as counselor time
devoted to particular activities, counselor student load, etc.) have had an impact on
student graduation rates. This study differs in the level of analysis. Rather than looking at
the school or program level effects, this research looked at the school counselor level to
see if there were differential assigned 9th grade student graduation rates, suggesting that
individual school counselors may perform their jobs differently resulting in these
differential rates of student graduation. The research questions were aimed at trying to
determine if in the selected sample, school counselor assignment correlated with
differential student graduation rates within schools, and if such differences exist, what
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were the range and persistence of those differences? An additional research question
looked to see, if those differences exist, whether the range of differences between
counselors was constant across schools. This chapter is focused on the specifics of the
research design planned to address these questions. The various critical aspects of
methodology such as the source of data, participant selection criteria, and research design
will be provided in this chapter.
Data Source
This research was drawn from a large, urban school district’s archival data set.
Initially, three school districts were approached. However only one was able to provide
the requested data. Data from the participating school district were received through
contact with the school district data manager. An urban school district was selected as
many urban schools have graduation rates that are significantly lower than other locales.
Christopher Swanson (2009) noted that, “America’s 50 largest cities collectively educate
1.7 million public high school students, one out of every eight in the country. However,
these 50 education agencies produce about one-quarter (279,000) of the 1.2 million
students nationwide who fail to graduate” (p. 13). Lower overall graduation rates provide
the possibility of greater variability in school counselors assigned student graduation
rates. District data request forms were completed and submitted in addition to an
approved IRB application to Montclair State University.
School-Level Data
School level data requested and received included a list of all public high schools
within the school district and the following data from each high school included in the
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study: name of high school, a consistent identifier for each school counselor, student
numeric identifier, student grade level, student graduation status, student building, and
student school year for the data. Complete data were available for four cohorts of
students (See Table 3).
Table 3: Received Data
Data

Years Received

All students attending high school (students and school counselors
identified by ID #) including data for each student on grade, year,
building, assigned school counselor, and graduation status (active,
inactive, graduated)

2008-2009 to
2014-2015

All school counselors working in the district’s high schools during
these years and their associated student data. District verification
that students are assigned to school counselors alphabetically in the
included high schools.

2008-2009 to
2014-2015

In selecting the schools eligible for inclusion, I considered several factors. Only
public schools in the school district were included in this analysis. However, this
included any special public schools for which there were data (standard, charter,
vocational, etc.). Data were collected on each school and included the size of the high
school, per-pupil expenditures, percent of students eligible for free-reduced lunch,
percent of students by race/ethnicity, and the locale of the school (urban, suburban, rural).
This data was collected using the National Center for Education Database Elementary
and Secondary Information System (ELSi). The ELSi database is provided by IES and
affords public access to demographic and institutional data on all public schools in the
United States (NCES, 2017).
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Sample Characteristics
The sample included both school counselors and their assigned students. No
students or school counselors were eliminated from this review due to demographic
characteristics such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, etc. This sample comes from a
large, urban, school district in the northeastern part of the United States.
School Counselors
The individuals who comprised the sample for this analysis were all of the school
counselors from within the selected school district who met the criteria of the study and
for which the data were available. To be included in the study, the school must have
randomly assigned students to their school counselors (alphabetical assignment), and the
school counselor must have had more than ten students in any included school year. Only
school counselors whose students were assigned to them in a random manner, such as
alphabetically, were included in this study. School counselors who were assigned
students based on status variables (gifted students, students with disabilities, at-risk
students) were not included in the analysis, as the non-random nature of assignment
would be problematic for drawing conclusions about any relationships found. The district
did not identify any non-random assignments. The data received covered the period of
Fall 2008 through Spring 2016.
The school counselor data included which of the school years they worked,
students assigned to them for each of these years, and the buildings they were assigned to
each year. School counselors were each assigned a unique ID by the school district so
that the data I received were de-identified. School counselor ID’s were re-coded with
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random pseudonyms. The data were provided in an excel file and was the complete
school district data file on all students attending during the years of interest. As such, the
file did not require data cleaning.
Students
Individual student data were provided with unique IDs used to de-identify student
data. Student data were provided for each year the student attended school during the
2008-2009 through 2015-2016 school years. Student data were provided for each of the
given years and included the following: student unique ID, their assigned school
counselor, building attended, grade level, and their graduation status, each reported as
one line in the excel file. Graduation status was provided as active, inactive, and
graduated. In this research students who graduated early (e.g. graduated in three years) or
late (graduated in more than four years) were considered part of the 9th grade cohort they
entered into high school with and their data were used to determine graduation rates of
that 9th grade cohort.
Data Security and Confidentiality
Data analysis results indicating individual school counselor results will not be
shared with the school district. Providing data results for individual school counselors
could lead to misuse of the research findings, as the purpose of this research was not to
evaluate individual school counselors. Drawing conclusions about any individual in the
sample would not be warranted from this study. The data set and analysis will be stored
in a locked file cabinet on a secured-password protected hard drive for three years.
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Research Design
Recruitment
The recruitment strategy for this study was different from a traditional study
where one directly approaches the participants or the individual school. This study
required me to approach City Department of Education personnel to request a subset of
their institutional dataset. The required school district data request documents were sent
to the school district after receiving IRB approval from Montclair State University.
Because I requested an archived de-identified institutional data set, there were no
traditional individual consent forms as would be utilized for most types of other research.
Data Collection
In addition to the data within the institutional dataset acquired from the school
district, there was additional data needed. The source of this additional information was
the National Center for Education Statistics Elementary/Secondary Information System
(ElSi) dataset. This dataset is publicly available on the internet
(https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/elsi/). Using the ElSi dataset, I collected data on the locale
designation for each school (which include descriptors such as urban, small rural, large
suburban), per-pupil expenditures, and school size. This demographic school data were
used to describe the school district characteristics. There are no traditional data collection
instruments, as the data, both from the school and that collected online, are from existing
datasets.
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Data Analysis
I used a factorial repeated measures ANOVA, z-proportion tests, and descriptive
statistics to address the research questions. ANOVAs were performed to see if there were
significant differences in the groups (within an individual over the specified years of the
study, and within a school across the specified years of the study). Z-proportion tests
were performed to see if there were differences between school counselors when
comparing their rates of student graduation within a school and within a particular year.
A frequency table summarizing the school counselors’ assigned student graduation rates
(annually and combined four year average) was used to illustrate the range of differences.
Research question 1. For school counselors, do annual assigned 9th grade student
graduation rates differ by school over a four-year period?
To address research question one, a factorial repeated measures ANOVA with
two between subjects independent variables (school and time) was completed. All of the
schools (n=4) within the data set that met the requirements for inclusion were included.
The time period covered four cohort sets using the graduation year as the referenced year
when results have been reported in this dissertation. The dependent variable was the
school counselors’ annual assigned student graduation rate. This design is a two-way
repeated-measures (or within subject) design because there are two independent variables
(school and time) and the independent variables have been measured on the same
participants.
An ANOVA (analysis of variance) allows one to test to see whether there are
differences in group means with one independent variable. In contrast, a factorial
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ANOVA changes the design to a multivariate one, allowing for the analysis of multiple
independent variables (Vogt, Vogt, Gardner, & Haeffele, 2014; Tabachinick & Fidell,
1996). In this research design, there were two independent variables (school and time).
This type of analysis simultaneously allowed for checking if there was a significant main
effect of time, of school, or of the interaction of time and school. These types of effects
are referred to as main effects and interaction effects (Tabachinick & Fidell, 1996). The
main effect is defined as looking for the unique effects of each of the independent
variables (time or school) on the dependent variable (school counselors’ assigned student
graduation rate). The interaction term was looking at the combined effect, or variance
explained, by the independent variables (time and school) on the dependent variable
(school counselors’ assigned student graduation rate).
The interaction term was not significant, so a simple effect test was not run to see
within each school how school counselor’s assigned student graduation rates changed
over time. Further, a pairwise comparison to see- which years were significantly different
from each other within each school, also was not conducted, due to the lack of significant
difference between years.
The dependent measure, school counselors’ assigned student graduation rate was
calculated by using the actual freshman graduation rate (school counselor’s number of
assigned 9th grade students, for each of the entering freshmen cohort years (2008-2009 –
2011-2012) divided by the number of these freshmen who graduated). The years of
analysis included these identified students freshman year of high school year and the
subsequent years of high school they attended. Data were available through August 2016.
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Research question 2. Within individual schools, do counselors’ annual assigned
9th grade student graduation rates differ from each other?
To address research question two, z-proportion tests were used to determine
whether there were significant differences between individual counselors within a school.
A z-proportion test compares two proportions to determine if they are significantly
different. In this type of analysis, there are no independent variables. The dependent
variable was the counselors’ annual assigned student graduation rate. Every counselor
with data for a given graduation cohort year was compared to every other counselor with
data for the same graduation year.
Z-proportion tests are labor intensive as the major statistical packages, SAS and
SPSS, do not offer this type of analysis. As a result, this analysis was completed
individually by running each paired comparison with an online calculator. However, this
analysis is best suited to answer research question two as it allows for multiple
comparisons of counselor pairs and thus was selected for this analysis despite the time
intensive nature of the analysis.
Research question 3. Within individual schools, what proportion of counselors
have divergent annual assigned 9th grade student graduation rates as defined by +/- 1
standard deviations from their school’s mean graduation rate?
Descriptive statistics were run to compare individual school counselor’s assigned
student graduation rate to their school’s mean graduation rate both annually and for the
entire four graduation years included in this analysis. Two tables were generated for each
school, one with annual year results (for the four graduation years) and one for the
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averaged four year graduation rate. The table columns show the count of school
counselors who were within +/- .5, 1, and 2 standard deviations from the mean. A
descriptive comparison was completed on the similarities and differences across schools
in the range of school counselor differences from the mean graduation rates (both
annually and averaged for across the four graduation years). A summary of how many
school counselors whose average rate of assigned student graduation are above or below
one standard deviation from the mean were noted. These tables allowed exploration of
whether there is a subset of school counselors who have consistent statistically significant
differences from the average in their assigned student rates of graduation.
In reviewing the results of this study, there was particular interest in identifying
whether there was a group of school counselors that were significantly different in the
rates at which their students graduate. Identifying such a group may provide a means in
the future of identifying professional school counselors for case studies to explore what
differences may exist in their professional work that may explain these differences in
outcome.
Results that do not identify a group of school counselors with significantly
different rates of graduation may have multiple explanations for such an outcome. Such
explanations may include that the school effects are more significant than counselor
effects, that the school counselor effects are more similar than dissimilar and thus achieve
similar results, or that the research design failed to account for sufficient error introduced
by such things as student mobility.
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Longitudinal Aspect
The research design involved a longitudinal analysis of student data. Originally
the data requested were for eleven graduation cohorts, however none of the three school
districts approached were able to provide such an extensive data set. While districts had
data on individual students, they did not have such an extensive data set when
considering linking it to school counselor assignment. The advantage of a longitudinal
analysis is that short-term historical influences on the data should not obscure if there is
or is not an effect. Additionally, looking at a longer period of time allows for the
inclusion of a greater number of school counselors who fit the requirements of this study.
Initially, the study design also was chosen to look only at students who were with the
same school counselor for four years. However, after reviewing the data, the high number
of students who had left school by the end of 10th grade and the large number of students
who did not have the same school counselor across years shifted this study, limiting it to
the effects of 9th grade school counselor assignment. Future researchers who can follow
students who have the same counselor for multiple years would likely have greater school
counselor impact effects as the duration of the independent variable (school counselor
assignment) would be longer. Looking at school counselors over multiple graduation
cohorts, rather than just one, offers the advantage of providing greater confidence that
any difference was not due to chance.
Relevance of Research Design to Research Questions
The overarching research question posed in this research was ‘How do school
counselors differ (quantitatively) in their assigned students’ graduation rates?’ Using
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multiple data analyses, multiple questions were able to be addressed with this data. An
ANOVA allows one to answer the question of whether there are statistically significant
differences between groups. The z-proportion test looked at the question more narrowly
comparing two counselors at a time to determine if there were meaningful differences.
And the descriptive analysis, looking to see how school counselors differ in their rates of
graduation compared to an annual and (four year) cumulative mean looked across the
data to determine if individual school counselors showed consistent significant
differences in their assigned student graduation rates.
Limitations of Design in Answering Research Questions
There are a number of limitations of this study. A finding of no significance
between school counselor graduation rates does not necessarily mean that school
counselors do not have a unique effect on their students’ likelihood of graduating. In
schools where the graduation rates are very high, a ceiling effect can occur where the
differences in counselor effect are muted in the data due to the attenuated range of
graduation rates. A finding of no significance may also reflect a shared group-set of
behaviors or attitudes among school counselors within a school rather than the inability
of individual counselors to perform effectively. This study does not explain results where
school counselors show inconsistent relationships between their rates of student
graduation and other counselors’ rates of student graduation. An example of this is where
an individual shows a higher percentage of their students graduating over three of the six
years their data are in the study. A further limitation is that this study is only looking at
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9th grade assigned school counselors thus potentially limiting the effect size of any
counselor impact.
This study was quasi-experimental and as such, is unable to draw causal
conclusions with the strength that randomized experimental designs provide. A major
limitation of this study is that if some school counselors are found to have a stronger or
weaker relationship with their 9th grade students’ graduation rates, the study results will
not describe what they might be doing to impact student graduation rates. An unstated
assumption in this study is that some counselors are significantly more effective in
supporting their students in graduating from high school. The eventual aim would be to
do more in-depth case studies with those school counselors who have higher correlations
with assigned student graduation rates.
Despite the logistical challenges and inferential limitations for any results from
this particular research design, this research offers a space to begin looking at an aspect
of school counselor work that has been understudied, the relationship of school
counselors to their students’ graduation rates. This study provides a different lens for
considering this relationship by looking at individual school counselors rather than
programs or results of groups of counselors. High school graduation is among the most
important student outcomes from schooling and yet remains elusive for many of our
students. This research is important in attempting to address some of the gaps in our
knowledge about whether school counselors have an impact on student graduation, in
particular, whether they have unique impacts above and beyond school level effects.
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Summary
The purpose of this chapter was to present the methods I used to investigate
whether individual school counselors have a unique impact on their students’ rate of
graduation. The multiple approaches were designed to answer questions about whether
these differences were seen in the sample data, and if so, what was the degree and
consistency of those differences. In chapter four I will provide more detailed descriptions
of these methods and the results of these analyses.
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Chapter Four: Findings
The purpose of this research was to discern whether school counselors show
differences in the rate in which their assigned 9th grade students go on to graduate from
high school. Each research question attempted to assist the researcher in understanding
how these differences may exist; between buildings, over years, and between school
counselors within a building. Furthermore, this research examined between school
counselor differences to explore whether these differences are significant and persistent.
Data Collection
Three urban school districts were approached to provide data for this analysis.
Two school districts agreed and the third deferred indicating they were experiencing too
many research requests. One of the two districts that agreed was unable to provide the
requested data as further discussion revealed they did not have written or institutional
memory on the alphabetical assignment of school counselors. The final school district
was able to provide data on school counselor assignment and graduation status.
The data set received contained 40,272 student data entries, with data on 15,999
unique students. Each data entry contained information on one student for one school
year. All students attending the district high schools between September 2008- June 2015
were listed with a unique student ID number, their assigned school counselor (also
identified with a unique number), the school they attended, the school year, the grade that
they were in that year, and their status (graduated, active – still attending school, or
inactive- no longer attending school). Some students had four years of data (as they
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attended high school for four years) while others only attended high school for one to
three years and thus had one to three data entries.
Ideally, this research would be designed to analyze the impact of a school
counselor on their students’ graduation rate after working with the same students over
four years. In this school district, this was not possible for several reasons. The first is
that many of the students were not in the same building over their high school years.
Several of the schools only served students in lower (grades 9 and 10) or higher (grades
11 and 12) high school grades. Other students changed schools for unknown reasons. The
second reason that this study could not look at the impact of a school counselor over four
years is students frequently had multiple school counselors over their four years of high
school, even when they remained in the same school. Based on the number of students
who had multiple school counselors in this school district, it was decided to just look at
9th grade school counselor assignment.
The advantage of limiting the sample to students with a 9th grade school counselor
is that all of the students remained in the analysis. If the study were limited to students
with only one school counselor in high school, more than half of the sample would have
been eliminated. Given that approximately 40% of all students did not attend 11th or 12th
grade, the opportunity of a high school counselor to support a student staying in high
school and graduating seems especially critical in the first year or two of high school.
School counselors were considered to have missing data for a particular school
year if they had ten or fewer students assigned to them for that year. Any school
counselor with ten or fewer students for all years under consideration was removed from
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all analyses. Any school with fewer than two school counselors with two or more years of
data were eliminated as was data for students entering 9th grade after June 2012. This
elimination reduced the student data entries to 6994 with 5957 individual students. Data
entries consist of an individual Microsoft Excel row for every student who attended
school in a given school year along with information on their current grade level,
assigned school counselor, school building attending, and current graduation status
(attending, no longer attending, or graduated). Complete data on 9th graders’ graduation
status was available from 2008-2009 through 2014-2015, with student graduation status
being updated through August 2016. This provided four graduation cohorts to compare
within four high schools. Schools were given pseudonyms (numbered one to four) and
school counselors were assigned random pseudonyms (names).
School Demographics
Each of the high schools had a total of 2000 to 4000 students in grade 9 during
these four school years. The four schools shared similar demographic profiles with 6575% of their students eligible for free or reduced-lunch, 60-78% of students from
minority groups, annual attendance rates of 85-90%, student suspension rates of 18-24%,
teacher turn-over rates (percentage of teachers who left in these school years) of 16-22%,
and estimated numbers of students receiving public assistance ranging from 61-83%
(New York State Education Department, 2016).
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Results
The following section will include a description of the data cleaning and then
describe within each research question section the stated hypotheses and results. A
description of how missing data were addressed is also included.
Data Cleaning
Prior to work analyzing the data, I inspected the data to see if there were any
apparent errors in the data set provided by the school district. Generally this step involves
reviewing the data to see whether any of the values for a variable appear that are not
within the range of values that should be reported. An example of that type of error is
when there are eight schools, each coded one to eight, and you discover a value greater
than eight. This data was reviewed for those types of out of range errors and none were
found.
However, in working with the dataset I found a large number of students who
appeared to have multiple SCs assigned to them in the 9th grade. I spoke with the district
data manager who indicted the data set I had been given was incorrect. A second data set
was generated that corrected this error.
Research Question One
For school counselors, do annual assigned 9th grade student graduation rates
differ by school over a four-year period?
To address research question one, a two-way factorial ANOVA with two between
subjects’ independent variables (school and time) was completed. Each of the three Fratios was compared to the critical values, using the appropriate degrees of freedom (df),
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to determine significance. This research question encompassed three sub-questions that
were tested. The resulting F-ratios were examined for significance. If there had been
significance, a simple effects test would have been completed to see how a school
counselor’s rate of assigned students’ graduation rate changed over time within each
school. Then a pairwise comparison (comparing pairs of means) would have been
completed to see within each school, which years were significantly different from each
other. Neither of these analyses was done due to the lack of significance of time or the
interaction of time and building. Below are each of the research question sub-questions
and the related null hypotheses. The null hypothesis for each of the sub questions was
that the results would not show significance.
1. Do school counselors differ significantly in the graduation rate of their assigned 9th
grade students over a 4-year period?
Null hypothesis: There are no significant differences between individual school
counselors’ annual assigned student graduation rates, within a school (building) across
time (the four graduation cohorts).
H01: SC1Y1 = SC1Y2=SC1Y3=SC1Y4
SC2Y1= SC2Y2= SC2Y3=SC2Y4….SCXY4
where
H0 = the null hypothesis,
SC1 Y1 = School counselor #1 graduation rate in cohort 1
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2. Do school counselors differ significantly by school in their annual assigned 9th grade
student graduation rates?
Null hypothesis: There are no significant difference in school counselor graduation rates
between schools.
H02: SCB1 =SCB2= SCB3=SCB4
where
H0 = the null hypothesis,
SCB1 = Mean school counselor graduation rates at building one
SCB2= mean school counselor graduation rates at building two
SCB3= mean school counselor graduation rates at building three
SCB4 = mean school counselor graduate rates at building four
3. Does the interaction of time and school have a significant effect on annual assigned
9th grade student graduation rates?
Null hypothesis: There is no significant interaction between time and school.
Missing data. Researchers must be explicit in describing their reasoning for how
they choose to deal with missing data so as to not obscure the tenuousness of findings
based on the particular missing data approach used. In determining what method of
missing data imputation to use, the type of missingness in the data was explored. In the
best case scenario, data on the missing variables is missing completely at random
(MCAR) (Allison, 2002). In this data, there were no missing data for counselor
assignment, student grade, building, or graduation status. The only missing data were for
school counselors who did not work in a particular year of the four years studied. School
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counselor graduation rate data that were missing were due to reasons such as: the school
counselor was assigned to work with different grade levels, moved, retired, or left for
another position. Unlike a questionnaire where a participant may have a reason for
choosing to skip an answer, the variable here is not one that participants themselves
selectively failed to report, but rather represents the totality of the data that exists on
students who attended these schools, their counselor assignments, and the student
graduation status. This suggests that the missing data (school counselor graduation rate)
were not related to the value of the graduation rate and a strong case can be made for the
data being MCAR.
Because of the MCAR nature of the data, there are several options. One is to
merely use the data that are not missing in the belief that due to the missing data being
MCAR, the remaining data shows no bias and are an accurate representative sample of
the entire potential population of data. The other option is to impute the missing data so
that the advantage of a larger sample size can be realized in the statistical analyses
performed. For research question one, I decided to impute the missing data so as to
benefit from a larger sample size. This potentially increases the chances of a Type I error
(that there is a difference when there is not) where the null hypothesis is rejected, and it
should not have been rejected. On the other hand, this decision reduces the chances of a
Type II error where the null hypothesis is accepted (that there is no difference) when it
should have been rejected. Research questions two and three are not answered using
imputed missing data. Comparing the results from research question one with two and
three should counterbalance any increased Type I error risk due to imputing missing data.
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There are a number of methods to impute missing data, however, many require
multiple variables from a particular respondent to estimate the missing variable. In
conditional mean imputation, one considers the pattern of other respondents with similar
responses, and regresses the missing value Y onto the other variables (from other
respondents with complete data) and generates a predicted Y. In this research, there is
only one variable of concern (student graduation rate), so conditional mean imputation is
not possible. Multiple imputation through statistical software was not considered as the
missing data exceeded the 15% level required for that type of imputation. When
considering all school counselors who worked in the included four schools in any of the
four years, 42.86% of the cases had missing data. This level of missing data suggests that
school counselors, who were examined over four years, stayed in their schools somewhat
longer than the average teacher. Teacher turnover rates as noted previously were 18-24%
per year.
Three methods of imputing the missing variables were considered; the mean
graduation rate in a year across all 9th grade students in a school, a SC’s mean graduation
rate averaged across all years, and the averaged mean difference of the school counselor
across years for each year. Missing data were imputed using the mean graduation rate in a
year across all 9th grade students from that year. This option was selected as it reduces the
bias that may be introduced if a school counselor has extreme scores that are not
representative of that school counselor’s average performance. In reducing the chances of
amplifying a school counselor’s extreme scores that may be non-representative, the
chance of making a Type I error is reduced. As above, the reduction in Type 1 error risk
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increases the Type II error risk. In this study, the goal is to determine if it is warranted to
reject the overall null hypothesis that school counselors are different in their graduation
rates. Thus the decision was made to exercise greater caution in rejecting the null
hypothesis when possible.
Calculations. School counselor mean graduation rates for each year were
calculated by the number of a SC’s assigned students who were 9th graders in the given
year and whose status was listed as graduated, divided by the total number of the SCs 9th
graders for that given year. Missing data mean graduation rates were calculated by the
number of all students who were 9th graders in a given year in a given building and whose
status was listed as graduated, divided by the total number of 9th graders in that building
for that given year. Table four provides information on each school counselor’s 9th grade
student graduation rate (actual or imputed) and the building averaged graduation rate
(used for the imputations) in addition to the school and each SC’s four year averaged
graduation rate.
Table 4: SC’s 9th graders graduation rates, missing data imputed

Building 1
Bella
Fred
Gino
Henry
Ida
Ignazio
Moses
Polly
Tara
Building 2
Ana

2008-2009
.471
.763
.439
.471
.268
.154
.471
.471
.214
.471
.373
.373

2009-2010
.485
.807
.367
.485
.485
.364
.485
.773
.485
.206
.319
.319

2010-2011
.516
.802
.440
.211
.516
.150
.754
.516
.516
.167
.310
.310

2011- 2012 4 year
.518
.498
.763
.784
.518
.441
.460
.407
.518
.447
.053
.180
.836
.637
.518
.570
.518
.433
0.0
.211
.267
.317
.330
.333

SD
.023
.024
.062
.131
.120
.131
.186
.137
.147
.195
.043
.028
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Building 2
Ed
Faith
Jacob
Pete
Raul
Saul
Upton
Building 3
Ben
Chip
Dan
Hannah
Meg
Noah
Nora
Quinn
Ted
Uma
Viola
Building 4
Ben
Eve
Lisa
Olive
Rosa
Sophia
Ted

2008-2009
.373
.569
.304
.354
.373
.353
.373
.373
.476
.652
.403
.476
.405
.476
.438
.448
.476
.476
.476
.476
.513
.513
.535
.563
.513
.518
.443
.513

2009-2010
.319
.319
.115
0.0
.265
.405
.116
.319
.406
.292
.111
.406
.030
.480
.406
.083
.406
.406
.406
.406
.518
.518
.525
.447
.518
.542
.559
.518
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2010-2011
.310
.254
.373
.310
0.0
.083
.310
.310
.522
.522
.481
.522
.522
.569
.522
.250
.522
.522
.522
.522
.583
.583
.583
.559
.583
.471
.683
.632

2011- 2012
.267
.197
.105
.267
.267
.267
.267
.250
.413
.413
.413
.449
.413
.402
.413
0.0
.432
.290
.545
.494
.596
.596
.543
.543
.533
.500
.543
.543

4 year
.317
.335
.224
.233
.226
.277
.267
.313
.454
.470
.352
.463
.343
.482
.445
.195
.459
.424
.487
.475
.539
.553
.545
.528
.537
.508
.557
.552

SD
.043
.164
.135
.159
.159
.141
.109
.050
.055
.154
.164
.486
.215
.068
.053
.198
.051
.101
.061
.049
.032
.043
.025
.055
.032
.030
.098
.055

Statistical Analysis. A 4 x 4 ANOVA was conducted to evaluate the effects of
school and time on graduation rates. Table 5 shows the means and standard deviations for
school counselor 9th grade graduation rates for the four schools and four years included in
this study. The ANOVA (see Table 6) indicated no significant interaction of school and
time on graduation rates, F (9,124) = 1.666, p=.104. Neither was there a significant main
effect for year F (3,124) =1.257, p =.292. There was, however, a significant main effect
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of school on graduation rate F (3,124) = 17.846, p < .000. Eta for building was .5495,
which is a large effect. Effect sizes are considered large at .50 and above (Cohen, 1992).
These results suggest that schools in the sample have significantly different
student graduation rates. Furthermore, the large effect size suggests that there is a strong
relationship between the school a student was in and the likelihood that a student
graduated. Student graduation rates did not vary significantly across the four years of
graduation data suggesting that being in a particular graduating class was not a significant
factor in predicting the likelihood of graduating. Additionally, the relationship (or
interaction) of school (building) and graduation year did not impact the likelihood of a
student graduating from high school.
Table 5: Means, standard deviations, and N for graduation rates as a function of building
and year
Building
1
1
1
1
2
2
2
2
3
3
3
3
4
4
4
4

Year
1
2
3
4
1
2
3
4
1
2
3
4
1
2
3
4

Mean
0.4136
0.4952
0.4524
0.4649
0.384
0.2323
0.2438
0.2438
0.4729
0.312
0.4978
0.3876
0.514
0.5181
0.5849
0.543

Std. Deviation
0.18177
0.19108
0.23892
0.27921
0.07835
0.13872
0.13072
0.06663
0.06593
0.15938
0.08452
0.14296
0.03629
0.03499
0.06519
0.02816

N
9
9
9
9
8
8
8
8
11
11
11
11
7
7
7
7
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Table 6: Analysis of variance for graduation rates as a function of building and year
Variable and source
Graduation rates
Building
Year
Building*Year
Error
** p<.001
***partial eta squared

Df

MS

F

𝑛2***

3
3
9
124

.372
.026
.035
.021

17.846**
1.257
1.666

.302
.030
.108

Follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate the four pairwise differences among
the means for the four buildings (see Table 7) with alpha set at .00625 (.025/4 = .00625)
to control for Type I error over the four pairwise comparisons. Building two had
significantly lower graduation rates than the other three buildings (p < .001). Building
three had significantly lower graduation rates than building four (p < .003).
Table 7: Post Hoc Building Multiple Comparisons with Tukey-HSD
Dependent Variable: Graduation Rate
(I)
Building
1.00

(J)
Building

2.00
3.00
4.00
2.00
1.00
3.00
4.00
3.00
1.00
2.00
4.00
4.00
1.00
2.00
3.00
Based on observed means

Mean
Difference
(I-J)
.1806*
.0389
-.0835
-.1806*
-.1417*
-.2641*
-.0389
.1417*
-.1224*
.0835
.2641*
.1224*

Std. Error

.03507
.03244
.03637
.03507
.03354
.03736
.03244
.03354
.03490
.03637
.03736
.03490

95% Confidence
Interval
Lower
Upper
Bound
Bound

Sig.

.000
.628
.105
.000
.000
.000
.628
.000
.003
.105
.000
.003

.0893
-.0455
-.1782
-.2719
-.2290
-.3613
-.1234
.0543
-.2133
-.0113
.1668
.0315

.2719
.1234
.0113
-.0893
-.0543
-.1668
.0455
.2290
-.0315
.1782
.3613
.2133
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The error term is Mean Square (Error) = .021
The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.
Research Question Two
Within individual schools, do counselors’ annual assigned student graduation
rates differ from each other?
The null hypothesis for this two-tailed test is that the proportions are equal, or that
P1- P2 = 0 where P1 is one counselor’s assigned students’ annual graduation rate and P2 is
another counselor’s (from the same school and graduation year) assigned students’
annual graduation rate. The alternative hypothesis is that P1- P2 does not equal 0, which
would mean that statistically the two counselors do not have the same rate of assigned
students graduating in that given year.
Null Hypothesis
H0: P1 – P2 = 0, where P1 is the proportion of the first school counselor’s assigned
students who graduated in a given year and P2 the proportion of the second school
counselor’s assigned students who graduated in that same year.
Calculations. To address research question two, z-proportion tests were used to
determine whether there are significant differences between individual counselors within
a school within a given year.
Equation to determine Z-Score
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Statistical analysis. Calculations for the Z-Score and p-value were completed
using the online calculator at http://www.socscistatistics.com/tests/ztest with significance
set at .05 and two-tailed. Calculations for the confidence intervals (CIs) of two
proportions were conducted on the online calculator at http://www.vassarstats.net.
Tables 8-11 present the findings for each of the four buildings.
Table 8: Building one Z-Scores and p-values
Counselor
comparison

Z-score

p-value

Bella-Fred
Bella-Henry
Bella-Ida
Bella-Polly
Fred-Henry
Fred-Ida
Fred-Polly
Henry-Ida
Henry-Polly
Ida-Polly

5.1521
8.2431
4.62
4.3127
2.8277
1.9769
1.6075
0.8972
0.4324
-0.404

0*
0*
0*
0*
0.00466*
0.0477*
0.1074
0.36812
0.6672
0.68916

Bella-Fred
Bella –Ida
Bella –
Moses
Bella-Tara
Fred-Ida
Fred-Moses
Fred-Tara
Ida-Moses
Ida-Tara
Moses-Tara

6.741
4.0949
0.5154

0*
0*
0.60306

7.2253
0.0295
-5.7268
2.3642
-3.5352
1.4726
6.4313

0*
0.97606
0*
0.01828*.
0.0004*
0.14156
0*

Bella-Fred
Bella-Gino
Bella-Ida

5.6332
5.021
5.5714

0*
0*
0*

Differences
in
Proportions
2009
0.3227
0.4954
0.6091
0.5487
0.1716
0.2854
0.2250
0.1138
0.0533
0.0604
2010
0.4404
0.4436
0.0345
0.6009
0.0032
0.4059
0.1605
0.4091
0.1573
0.5664
2011
0.3623
0.5919
0.6525

Lower limit
CI* for diff
in
proportion

Upper limit
CI for diff
in
proportion

0.2009
0.3846
0.3294
0.2756
0.0522
0.0021
-0.0518
-0.1627
-0.2165
-0.2417

0.4343
0.5872
0.7368
0.7012
0.2869
0.4309
0.3927
0.2492
0.2124
0.3445

0.3209
0.2148
-0.0946

0.5355
0.6242
0.1689

.04497
-0.2133
0.2723
0.0286
0.1727
-0.0451
0.4039

0.7087
0.1832
0.5117
0.2673
0.5956
0.3796
0.6838

0.2439
0.3479
0.4197

0.4575
0.7366
0.7739
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Differences
in
Proportions

Lower limit
CI* for diff
in
proportion

Upper limit
CI for diff
in
proportion

2011
0.0484

-0.0864

0.1892

BellaIgnazio
Bella-Tara
Fred-Gino
Fred-Ida
Fred-Ignazio
Fred-Tara
Gino-Ida
GinoIgnazio
Gino-Tara
Ida-Ignazio
Ida-Tara
Ignazio-Tara

0.6907

0.4902

5.2612
1.9486
2.5259
-4.3676
2.2651
0.4923
-4.2736

0*
0.05118
0.0114*
0*
0.0232*
0.62414
0*

0.6358
0.2296
0.2902
0.3139
0.2735
0.0605
0.5436

0.3893
-0.0017
0.0708
0.1771
0.0396
-0.1845
0.29

0.7659
0.3705
0.4069
0.424
0.3993
0.3038
0.6985

0.3405
4.7958
-0.1407
4.5125

0.72786
0*
0.88866
0*

-0.2142
0.3614
-0.22
0.3315

0.2916
0.7375
0.2624
0.7288

Bella –Gino
Bella-Ida
Bella –
Ignazio
Bella-Tara
Gino-Ida
GinoIgnazio
Gino-Tara
Ida-Ignazio
Ida-Tara
Ignazio-Tara
*p< .05

4.2051
5.4727
-0.9792

0*
0*
0.32708

0.0439
0.6041
0.0167
0.5874
2012
0.3029
0.7101
0.0737

0.1663
0.4809
-0.0758

0.4111
0.8103
0.2173

5.142
3.4588
-5.083

0*
0.00054*
0*

0.7627
0.4071
0.3766

0.5038
0.2045
0.243

0.8531
0.4816
0.4724

3.261
-6.118
0.8404
5.7971

0.00112*
0*
0.4009
0*

0.4598
0.7837
0.0526
0.8364

0.2241
0.5564
-0.1795
0.5791

0.5204
0.8704
0.2464
0.9114

Lower limit
CI* for diff
in
proportion

Upper limit
CI for diff in
proportion

0.1058

0.4091

Table 9: Building two Z-Scores and p-values
Counselor
comparison

Ed-Faith

Z-score

3.2898

p-value

.001*

Differences
in
Proportions
2009
0.265
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Counselor
comparison

Z-score

p-value

Ed-Jacob
Ed-Raul
Faith-Jacob
Faith-Raul
Jacob-Raul

2.6052
2.7769
-0.7525
-0.7981
0.0122

0.00906*
0.00544*
0.45326
0.42372
0.99202

Faith-Jacob
Faith-Pete
Faith-Raul
Faith-Saul
Jacob-Pete
Jacob-Raul
Jacob-Saul
Pete-Raul
Pete-Saul
Raul-Saul

1.3215
-1.6205
-2.912
-0.0112
-2.2044
-3.0388
-1.3358
-2.6567
1.9965
3.6639

0.18684
0.10524
0.00362*
0.99202
0.0278*
0.00236*
0.18024
0.00782*
0.0455*
0.00026*

Ed-Faith
Ed-Pete
Ed-Raul
Faith-Pete
Faith-Raul
Pete-Raul

-2.346
1.9917
2.1908
2.6409
3.4635
-1.0328

0.01878*
0.0466*
0.02852*
0.0083*
0.00054*
0.30302

Ana-Ed
Ana-Faith
Ana-Upton
Ed-Faith
Ed-Upton
Faith-Upton
*p< .05

2.06
4.1107
0.922
1.5718
-0.5941
-1.9989

0.0394*
0*
0.35758
0.11642
0.5552
0.0455*
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Differences
in
Proportions
2009
0.2148
0.2156
0.0502
0.0495
0.0008
2010
0.1154
0.1496
0.2894
0.0009
0.265
0.4048
0.1163
0.1398
0.1487
0.2885
2011
0.1185
0.2541
0.1708
0.3726
0.2893
0.0833
2012
0.1333
0.2254
0.0801
0.0921
0.0533
0.1453

Lower limit
CI* for diff
in
proportion

Upper limit
CI for diff in
proportion

0.0528
0.0625
-0.0795
-0.0723
-0.1214

0.3632
0.357
0.1785
0.1662
0.1261

-0.1127
-0.0389
0.1067
-0.1854
0.0381
0.1827
-0.1088
0.0375
0.0016
0.1489

0.2898
0.2643
0.3839
0.1499
0.3515
0.4617
0.2448
0.2313
0.2572
0.3754

0.02
.002
0.0192
0.1247
0.1448
-0.1652

0.2065
0.338
0.2709
0.4273
0.3666
0.2183

0.0066
0.1289
-0.0982
-0.0231
-0.1121
0.0018

0.2305
0.2984
0.2096
0.2182
0.2423
0.3232
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Table 10: Building three Z-Scores and p-values
Z-score

p-value

Differences
in
Proportions

Lower limit
CI* for diff
in
proportion

Upper limit
CI for diff in
proportion

0.1276
0.1252

0.3592
0.3583

Ben-Chip
BenHannah
Ben- Noah
Ben-Nora
ChipHannah
Chip-Noah
Chip-Nora
HannahNoah
HannahNora
Noah-Nora

4.0196
3.9700

0*
0.0001*

2009
0.2484
0.2468

2.2266
3.3390
-0.0270

0.0257*
0.0008*
0.97610

0.2140
0.2038
0.0017

0.0248
0.0842
-0.1171

0.3874
0.3152
0.1205

-0.3542
-0.7322
-0.3361

0.7263
0.4654
0.7279

0.0344
0.0447
0.0327

-0.1437
-0.0741
-0.1459

0.2219
0.1615
0.2207

-0.7005

0.4839

0.0430

-0.0765

0.1605

-0.1049

0.9203

-0.1776

0.1875

Ben-Chip
BenHannah
Ben-Meg
Ben-Nora
ChipHannah
Chip-Meg
Chip-Nora
HannahMeg
HannahNora
Meg-Nora

1.6210
2.8048

0.1052
0.0051*

0.0103
2010
0.1806
0.2614

-0.0409
0.0732

0.3933
0.4629

-1.7963
1.8490
1.2484

0.0710
0.0643
0.2113

0.1881
0.2083
0.0808

-0.0174
-0.0175
-0.0619

0.3384
0.4172
0.2521

-3.7278
0.3330
-5.0012

0.0002*
0.7414
0*

0.3687
0.0278
0.4495

0.1927
-0.1618
0.3178

0.4556
0.2076
0.5033

-0.8853

0.3735

0.0530

-0.0838

0.2300

3.7916

0.0002*

0.2150

0.4733

Chip-Meg

-1.2061

0.2263

-0.0523

0.2240

0.3965
2011
0.0873
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Differences
in
Proportions

Chip-Nora
Meg-Nora

2.4135
4.1645

0.0160*
0*

Dan-Meg
Dan-Nora
Dan-Quinn
Dan-Ted
Dan-Uma
Dan-Viola
Meg-Nora
Meg-Quinn
Meg-Ted
Meg-Uma
Meg-Viola
Nora-Quinn
Nora-Ted
Nora-Uma
Nora-Violet
Quinn-Ted
Quinn-Uma
QuinnViola
Ted-Uma
Ted-Viola
Uma-Viola
*p< .05

.6220
3.7132
0.2322
2.1268
-1.1604
-0.5631
3.4859
-0.4638
1.6887
-1.9272
-1.2979
-3.7104
-2.7656
-4.3863
-4.0720
2.1936
-1.5682
-.9028

0.5353
0.0002*
0.8181
0.0332*
0.2460
0.5755
0.0005*
0.6455
0.0910
0.0536
0.1936
0.0002*
0.0056*
0*
0*
.0285*
0.1164
0.3681

2011
0.2315
0.3187
2012
0.0474
0.4493
0.0173
0.1593
0.0962
0.0451
0.4019
0.0301
0.1119
0.1436
0.0925
0.4320
0.2900
0.5455
0.4944
0.1420
0.1135
0.0624

-3.4377
-2.8806
0.6567

0.0006*
0.0040*
0.5093

0.2555
0.2044
0.0511

Lower limit
CI* for diff
in
proportion

Upper limit
CI for diff in
proportion

0.0437
0.1718

0.3960
0.4310

-0.0990
0.2533
-0.1246
0.0125
-0.0649
-0.1097
0.2183
-0.0962
-0.0179
-0.0021
-0.0463
0.2505
0.1102
0.3500
0.3040
0.0152
-0.0277
-0.0717

0.1937
0.5662
0.1610
0.3009
0.2504
0.1962
0.4966
0.1542
0.2358
0.2816
0.2271
0.5196
0.3854
0.6519
0.5963
0.2605
0.2487
0.1942

0.1093
0.0651
-0.0994

0.3885
0.3339
0.1981

Table 11 Building four Z-Scores and p-values

Eve-Lisa

Z-score

p-value

-0.3572

0.7188

Differences
in
Proportions
2009
0.0276

Lower limit Upper limit
CI for diff in CI for diff in
proportion
proportion
-0.1215

0.1747

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION

Z-score

Eve-Rosa
Eve-Sophia
Lisa-Rosa
Lisa-Sophia
RosaSophia
Eve-Lisa
Eve-Rosa
Eve-Sophia
Lisa-Rosa
Lisa-Sophia
RosaSophia

0.2188
1.2099
0.5689
1.5448
0.9797

1.1337
-0.2476
-0.5350
-1.2664
-1.5361
-0.2260

p-value

97

Lower limit
CI* for diff
in
proportion

Upper limit
CI for diff in
proportion

0.8259
0.2263
0.5687
0.1236
0.3271

2009
0.0168
0.0917
0.0444
0.1193
0.0749

-0.1309
-0.0558
-0.1065
-0.0314
-0.0735

0.1636
0.2338
0.1924
0.2626
0.2189

0.2585
0.8026
0.6171
0.2041
0.1236
0.8181

2010
0.0778
0.0176
0.0345
0.0954
0.1123
0.0170

-0.0559
-0.1198
-0.0986
-0.0513
-0.0304
-0.1274

0.2073
0.1530
0.1652
0.2364
0.2488
0.1609

2011
0.0877
0.1234
0.0724
0.2111

-0.0658
-0.0326
-0.0757
0.0428

0.2359
0.2668
0.2145
0.3626

-0.0009
-0.1070

0.3104
0.2024

-0.0781
-0.0458
-0.1090

0.2010
0.2320
0.1724

Lisa-Rosa
Lisa-Sophia
Lisa-Ted
RosaSophia
Rosa-Ted
Sophia-Ted

1.1096
-1.5498
-0.9531
-2.4565

0.2670
0.1214
0.3421
0.0139*

-1.9452
0.6290

0.0512
0.5287

Ben-Olive
Ben-Rosa
Olive-Rosa
*p< .05

0.8683
1.3188
0.4449

0.3843
0.1868
0.6599

Differences
in
Proportions

0.1602
0.0510
2012
0.0631
0.0957
0.0326

Table 12 summarizes the percent of significant Z-scores by building.
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Table 12: Z-Score summaries across buildings

Building 1
Building 2
Building 3
Building 4

2009 % of
significant ZScores
60.00
50.00
40.00
0.0

2010 % of
significant ZScores
70.00
50.00
40.00
0.0

2011 % of
significant ZScores
66.67
83.33
66.67
16.67

2012 % of
significant ZScores
80.00
50.00
47.62
0.0

Summary. Looking at the results of these Z-tests across all four years suggests
that the null hypothesis (that school counselors do not differ in their assigned student
graduation rates) is true for building four, but not true for buildings one, two, and three.
Overall, 68 of 138 comparisons (49.28%) were significant.
The other important finding is that the confidence intervals are consistent with
the p-value results. The p-value provides information on whether a pair of school
counselors in a given year is significantly different. These results suggest that
approximately half of these comparisons showed significant differences. To generalize to
other years within this school district and other urban schools, confidence intervals were
calculated. Confidence intervals (CI) provide estimated parameters that would include the
true value of the population variable under consideration if known. When a CI does not
include zero it suggests that the sample estimates may generalize beyond the sample to
the larger populations. None of the significant p-values had a CI that included zero. This
suggests results from this school district may generalize to other sample populations of
urban high school counselors.
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Research Question Three
Within individual schools, what proportion of counselors have divergent annual
assigned 9th grade student graduation rates as defined by +/- 1 standard deviations from
their school’s mean graduation rate?
The essential question underlying this research question is whether individual
school counselors show dispersion in their student graduation rates. The null hypothesis
expectation for disparity would be that school counselors generally perform similarly in
their rates of student graduation, and their standard deviation from the mean building
graduation rate would fall within the typical standard deviations of a normal curve.
The null hypothesis is that the standard deviation of each school counselor’s mean
graduation rate, calculated from the mean school graduation rate, would not be
significantly different from the other school counselors within their building. The
alternative hypothesis is that the school counselors’ standard deviation from the mean is
significantly different from other school counselors within the same buildings.
H0: SD1=SD2=SD3…=SDx
where
H0 = the null hypothesis,
SD1 = School counselor #1 standard deviation from the school mean graduation rate,
comparing SCs within the same building.
Calculations. Graduation rates for each school were calculated by dividing the
number of students who were in grade 9 for the listed school year by the number of
students whose status was listed as graduated. Four year overall graduation rates for a
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school were calculated by summing each of the school’s four-year graduation rates and
dividing by four. Annual graduation rates for each school counselor were calculated by
summing the total number of assigned students who graduated in a given year divided by
the total number of assigned students for that school counselor in that same year (see
Table 13).
Table 13. Mean graduation rates by school and by year

Building 1
Building 2
Building 3
Building 4

2009

2010

2011

2012

Mean

47.1
37.3
47.6
51.3

48.5
31.9
40.6
51.8

51.6
31.0
52.2
58.3

51.8
26.7
41.3
54.3

49.75
31.72
45.43
53.93

4 year
SD
2.325
4.335
5.505
3.198

To calculate the dispersion of an individual school counselor’s mean student graduation
rates over four years from the school’s mean student graduation rate the following
formula was used:
Where SC1M, SC2 M, SC3 M … indicates the individual SC’s graduation rate mean over
the years for which that individual SC has graduation rate data;
Bldg1M, Bldg2M, Bldg3M, Bldg4M indicates the particular high school’s mean
graduation rate calculated by summing the four years of graduation rate and dividing by
4;
Bldg1SD, Bldg2SD, Bldg3SD, Bldg4SD is the high school’s standard deviation as
calculated from the four years of graduation rate data, calculated as the square root of the
variance of the means;
(|SC1M- Bldg1M |) / Bldg1SD = SC1SD
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Individual school counselor four year averaged standard deviations from the building
mean are presented in Table 11.
Table 14: SC standard deviations from building mean over four years

SC1…SC35
Building 1
Bella
Fred
Gino
Henry
Ida
Ignazio
Moses
Polly
Tara
Building 2
Ana
Ed
Faith
Jacob
Pete
Raul
Saul
Upton
Building 3
Ben
Chip
Dan
Hannah
Meg
Noah
Nora
Quinn

4 Year
Mean
0.498
0.784
0.441
0.407
0.447
0.18
0.637
0.57
0.433
0.211
0.317
0.333
0.335
0.224
0.233
0.226
0.277
0.267
0.313
0.454
0.47
0.352
0.463
0.343
0.482
0.445
0.195
0.459

Bldg1,2,3,4SD

SC1,…x SD

Building 1
.02325
12.30108
-2.45161
-3.91398
-2.19355
-13.6774
5.978495
3.096774
-2.7957
-12.3441
Building 2
.04335
-0.36909
0.415225
-2.14533
-1.93772
-2.09919
-0.92272
-1.1534
-0.09227
Building 3
.05505
0.290645
-1.85286
0.163488
-2.01635
0.508629
-0.16349
-4.70481
0.090827
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Bldg1,2,3,4SD

SC1,…x SD

Building 3
Ted
Uma
Viola
Building 4
Ben
Eve
Lisa
Olive
Rosa
Sophia
Ted

0.424
0.487
0.475
0.539
0.553
0.545
0.528
0.537
0.508
0.557
0.552

-0.54496
0.599455
0.381471
Building 4
.03198
0.437774
0.187617
-0.34396
-0.06254
-0.96936
0.562852
0.406504

Charts 1 through 4 illustrate the range of school counselor standard deviations from
building means by school. Chart 5 shows the range across all school counselors in the
four buildings.

Chart 1: School counselor standard deviations from mean in building one
Bldg. 1 -4 yr. SD from Mean
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Chart 2: School counselor standard deviations from mean in building two
Bldg. 2- 4 yr. SD from Mean
Upton
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Chart 3: School counselor standard deviations from mean in building three
Bldg. 3 - 4 yr. SD from Mean
Viola
Uma
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Chart 4: School counselor standard deviations from mean in building four
Bldg. 4 - 4 yr. SD from Mean
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Chart 5: School counselor standard deviations from mean across all 4 Schools
Ted
Sophia
Rosa
Olive
Lisa
Eve
Ben
Viola
Uma
Ted
Quinn
Nora
Noah
Meg
Hannah
Dan
Chip
Ben
Upton
Saul
Raul
Pete
Jacob
Faith
Ed
Ana
Tara
Polly
Moses
Ignazio
Ida
Henry
Gino
Fred
Bella
-15

-10

-5

0

5

10

15

HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION

106

When reviewing individual school counselor standard deviations from the school
mean graduation rates (Table 15) 47.14% of school counselors are more than +/- 1
standard deviation from the mean and 34.29% of the total show extreme distances from
the mean (+/-2 SD) see Table 3. Three school counselors had standard deviations of >1
while thirteen school counselors had standard deviations >-1.
Table 15: SC standard deviations from school mean by building averaged across four
years
SD from
mean

Up to +/-1
SD

+/- 1.012.0 SD

+/- 2.01 to
3 SD

+/- 3.01
SD and
beyond

Building 1
Bella
Fred
Gino
Henry
Ida
Ignazio
Moses
Polly
Tara
TOTAL

12.30108
-2.45161
-3.91398
-2.19355
-13.6774
5.978495
3.096774
-2.7957
-12.3441

Ana
Ed
Faith
Jacob
Pete
Raul
Saul
Upton
TOTAL

0.369089 1
0.415225 1
-2.14533
-1.93772
-2.09919
-0.92272 1
-1.1534
-0.09227 1
4

Ben
Chip

0.290645 1
-1.85286

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
3
Building 2

1
1
1
1
2
Building 3
1

2

1
6
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SD from Up to +/-1
mean SD

+/- 1.012.0 SD

+/- 2.01 to
3 SD

+/- 3.01
SD and
beyond

Building 3
Dan
Hannah
Meg
Noah
Nora
Quinn
Ted
Uma
Viola
TOTAL

0.163488
-2.01635
0.508629
-0.16349
-4.70481
0.090827
-0.54496
0.599455
0.381471

Ben
Eve
Lisa
Olive
Rosa
Sophia
Ted
TOTAL
Across all
4 buildings

0.437774
0.187617
-0.34396
-0.06254
-0.96936
0.562852
0.406504

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
8
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
7
19

2
Building 4

4

1

5

7

To consider how the individual school counselor distribution looks compared to a
normal curve, percentages of school counselors scoring at various standard deviation
distances from the mean were compared to expectations of a normal curve distribution
(See Table 16).
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Table 16: Results compared to normal curve distribution
Normal
distribution

Percent
expected

+/-0 SD to 1SD
+/-1.01 to 2 SD
+/- 2.01 to 3 SD
+/- 3.01 SD

68.26%
27.18%
4.3%
.26%

SC %
Observed
Across all
Buildings
54.29%
11.43%
14.29%
20.00%

Building
1

33.33
66.66

Building
2

50.00
25.00
25.00

Building Building
3
4

72.73
18.18

100.00

9.09

In contrast to the normal distribution, the graduation rate curve has a shorter midsection and longer and more full tails, or put another way- there are fewer SCs with
scores that are similar to each other than one would expect. Looking at the individual
buildings, a different pattern emerges. While the picture is less clear in buildings two and
three, there are stark differences in school counselor graduation rate variance between
building one and building four. In building one, there was a great deal of variance while
in building four there was minimal variance.
Consistency. In addition to understanding whether SCs vary from each other, an
additional question that is important to consider is whether individual SCs perform
consistently, with graduation rates that consistently exceed or fall behind the mean
graduation rates within their high school. If SCs are consistent in their relative graduation
rates, it makes a stronger case for the argument that individual SCs have a unique impact
on student graduation, rather than the differences are mere random variations. The null
hypothesis for consistency would be that individual school counselors would be expected
to have an equal number of graduation rates above and below the mean for the school,
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thus supporting the null hypothesis that graduation rates are independent of school
counselor assignment.
H0: SD1=SD2=SD3…=SDx
where
H0 = the null hypothesis,
SD1 = School counselor standard deviations from the mean school counselor graduation
rate, comparing SC within the same building.
Calculations. To determine the consistency of school counselors within a given
year, the following formula was used:
Where SC1, SC2, SC3… indicates the individual SC graduation rate
Bldg1, Bldg2, Bldg3, Bldg4 indicates the particular high school
Y1, Y2, Y3, Y4 indicates the year of analysis (starting with 2008-2009 through 2011-2012)
YALL indicates all four years
M is the building (or school) mean, which I calculated by averaging the school
counselors’ graduation rates in a given year within one building.
SD is the standard deviation of M
SC1SDY1 = (SC1Y1- Bldg1 Y1M)/BuildingSDY1
SC2SDY2 = (SC2Y2- Bldg1 Y2M)/BuildingSDY2
SC3SDY3 = (SC3Y3- Bldg1 Y3M)/BuildingSDY3
SC4SDY4 = (SC4Y4- Bldg1 Y4M)/BuildingSDY4
(repeated for buildings 2, 3, and 4)
SC1SDYALL = (SC1SDY1 + SC2SDY2 + SC3SDY3 + SC4SDY4)/4
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Table 17: SC standard deviations from mean SC graduation rates by year and across
years

Bella
Fred
Gino
Henry
Ida
Ignazio
Moses
Polly
Tara
Ana
Ed
Faith
Jacob
Pete
Raul
Saul
Upton

2008-2009

2009- 2010

2010- 2011

SC1…xSDY1

SC1…xSDY2

SC1…xSDY3

1.6120
0.2922
-0.4076
-0.8714

-0.6250

Building 1
1.1049
1.2882
-0.6539
0.0658
-0.7089
-0.6667
0.9671
0.5435
-1.2948

1.4701
-0.7711
-0.3462

-0.7926

-0.3528

0.2856
1.2932
-0.7861

-0.9131
1.1250

2011-2012 Consistent
SC1…xSD direction
Y4
from x̄

0.6591
-0.1911

4/4
2/3
2/2

-1.3339
0.8659

4/4
2/2
1/2
2/2

-0.8569
Building 2
0.1198
0.9347

1.1696
-0.2550
-1.2152

-1.0545

2/3
3/4

2/3
0.3006

Mean
SD 4
years
SC1…xS
DYALL
1.1660
-0.0986
-0.4500
-0.4076
-0.9463
0.9954
0.9671
-0.0408
-1.0759
1.1696
0.4449
-0.4610
-0.3462
0.2855
-0.0380
-0.7861
0.3006

Building 3
Ben
Chip
Dan
Hannah
Meg
Noah
Nora
Quinn
Ted
Uma

1.7565
-0.6332

0.5035
-0.4667

2/2
2/3

0.2919
0.1579

-0.6173
-0.3023
-0.2036

-0.9009
1.5146

0.8216

-0.6504

-1.1135

-0.3854

2/2
2/3
3/3

-0.0401
-1.6676
1.2603

1.1300
-0.2694
0.1579
-0.7591
0.6502
-0.3023
-0.6558
-0.0401
-1.6676
1.2603
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2008-2009

2009- 2010

2010- 2011

SC1…xSDY1

SC1…xSDY2

SC1…xSDY3

2011-2012
SC1…xSD
Y4

Mean
ConsistSD 4
ent
years
direction
SC1…x
from x̄
SDYALL

Building 3
Viola

0.6749

0.3375

Building 4
Ben
Eve
Lisa
Olive
Rosa
Sophia
Ted

-0.0249
0.3962
0.9371
0.0668
-1.4001

0.1292
-1.4381
0.4835
0.8254

2/2
2/3

-0.2947
-1.2508
1.0505
0.4950

-0.5569
-0.8317
1.4134

2/4
3/4

-0.0249
0.2627
-0.2652
-0.5569
-0.3830
0.4723
0.4950

Table 18 summarizes the data on school counselor consistency, the proportion of
time a school counselor had graduation rates that were in the same direction (above or
below) peer school counselors across the four years of data. A problem in interpreting
school counselor consistency exists with SCs who worked for three years and had
inconsistent results. For those with three years of experience and two years of
consistency, an additional year could lead to either 50% or 75% consistency. If those
results are removed due to their ambiguity, the results show that 75% of the school
counselors were consistent 100% of the time, 16.7% were consistent 75% of the time,
and 8.35% were consistent 50% of the time. These results support the alternative
hypothesis, that individual school counselor graduation rates are not random.
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Table 18 School counselor consistency
Building 1
SC with 2 years of data
Number of years
graduation data
Building 1
SC with 3 years of data
SC with 4 years of data
Building 2
SC with 2 years of data
SC with 3 years of data
SC with 4 years of data
Building 3
SC with 2 years of data
SC with 3 years of data
SC with 4 years of data
Building 4
SC with 2 years of data
SC with 3 years of data
SC with 4 years of data
Across All Schools
SC with 2 years of data
SC with 3 years of data
SC with 4 years of data

Consistent
50% of time

Consistent
67% of
time

Consistent
75% of
time

3
Consistent
100% of time

1
2

2
1
2
1

2

1
1
1

1

6
1

2

6
1
2

Summary of Findings
Across a variety of approaches to testing the null hypothesis, that school
counselors do not vary significantly, there appears to be evidence that the null hypothesis
should be rejected. The analyses here showed that particular years and the interaction of
years and school building did not appreciably impact school counselor student graduation
rates. Differences in graduation rates were found between a number of the buildings,
despite all four buildings being quite similar demographically. The results of these Z-
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tests, comparing each pair of school counselors within a building, suggest that the null
hypothesis that school counselors do not differ in their assigned student graduation rates
is true for building four, but not true for buildings one, two, and three. Overall 68 of 138
comparisons (49.28%) were significant. And lastly, removing scores that are ambiguous
in interpretation leaves 75% of the school counselors who had student graduation rates
that were consistent 100% of the time, 16.7% were consistent 75% of the time, and
8.35% were consistent 50% of the time. These last two research question results provide
evidence that overall school counselors’ student graduation rates differ significantly and
consistently.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I presented my research findings along with detailed descriptions
of the research methods used in analyzing the data for each research question. The data
used for this study consisted of the entire population of 9th graders and their assigned
school counselors who met the criteria of this study. Thus, the results reported in this
study are not generalizing about a sample at these four schools for these four years, but
rather describing the entire population of these four schools. One cannot conclude from
this study that some school counselors in this district were significantly and consistently
better able to support their students in graduating high school. Though quasiexperimental studies, like experimental studies, are testing for causation, unequivocal
statements about causation are not possible (White & Sabarwal, 2014). The lack of true
randomization allows for the possibility of confounding factors that have not been
identified. As a result the conclusion from this study is that it looks likely that some
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school counselors were significantly and consistently able to support students in
graduating high school, but further study is required to justify making this claim with
great certainty. To generalize to other years of these schools or to other populations, one
would look at the confidence intervals provided. These were consistent with the
conclusions drawn for this population. The results of the confidence interval analyses
suggests that the alternative hypothesis, that school counselors impact their 9th grade
students’ graduation rates, can be generalized to other similar urban school districts, with
the same degree of confidence as conclusions made within this school district. In chapter
five I will explore what meaning these results may have and what the implications for
practice, policy, and research might be, given these results.
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Chapter Five: Discussion
Evidence-based research has become the expected method of justifying that
school-counseling programs and activities are effective (Dimmitt, Carey, & Hatch, 2007).
In this research, the focus was on exploring evidence related to whether individual school
counselors have a unique impact on their assigned 9th grade students’ graduation rates.
The data used to determine this were from an urban school district’s four cohorts of 9th
graders. Research has previously looked at individual differences in clinical counselor
outcomes (Kraus et al., 2011; Okiishi et al. 2003; Wampold & Brown, 2005) and teachers
impacts (DiCarlo, 2012; Fox, 2016); however, this is the first work to consider whether
individual differences occur in school counselor outcomes.
Findings
The findings of this study provide evidence about the consistency, dispersion, and
effects of time and building on school counselors’ 9th grade students’ rate of graduation.
Differences in individual school counselors’ 9th grade students’ rate of graduation may
not be important if individual school counselors are not consistent in the direction of their
graduation rates relative to the school graduation rate or if these differences are small. In
the first case, it would suggest that school counselors may not have an impact on their
students’ graduation rates and that fluctuations in consistency would suggest that the
effects are merely random variations. In the latter case, if the differences are small, the
importance of these differences may be negligible and thus not significantly important in
impacting student graduation rates.
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On the matter of consistency, the findings of this study suggest that school
counselors do have consistent impacts on their assigned 9th grade students’ graduation
rates. Those who show higher or lower than average graduation rates tend to consistently
show that directional relationship with this study finding that 75% of the school
counselors were consistent 100% of the time, and 16.7% were consistent 75% of the
time. This consistency is important, as it suggests that school counselors are reliably
impacting their 9th grade students’ graduation rates with an extraordinary degree of
consistency within this sample.
Though school counselors are showing reliable impacts, these impacts do not
become important if they are not showing significantly different graduation rates. It
would matter little to us that school counselors are consistent if they either get the same
results, or the differences in their rates were insignificantly small. However, two different
analyses both suggest that many school counselors are having significantly different
impacts on their 9th grade students’ graduation rates. The first analysis compared each
school counselor within a school to every other counselor within that school. In these Zscore proportion tests, 49.28% of the comparisons (68 of 138) showed significant
differences. So in asking if school counselors show individual differences, this research
shows a great deal of differences. However, within this finding is also a notable anomaly
in that within building four, there were no differences in three out of four years- and only
one in the remaining year.
The second analysis, looked at school counselor differences in standard deviation
from the averaged school graduation mean, compared with expected standard deviations
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with a normal curve data set. Across the four buildings, 34.29% had standard deviations
that were two or more standard deviations from the mean. In a normal curve, one would
expect that to be 4.56%. Thus, not all school counselors diverge from the average, but a
disproportionately large group (34.29%) seem to. Looking at both consistency and
dispersion, there is a group of SCs (about one-third) who show significant differences
that are reliable in their direction from the mean (e.g., if a school counselor in this group
scores well above or below their school’s graduation rate, they tend to do that
consistently) and in having a meaningful difference from other school counselors. Of
note again, building four differed from the overall results. There were no school
counselors in building four with means > +/- 1 standard deviation.
The last test looked at the factors of time and building, and their interaction. A
two-way factorial ANOVA with two between subjects’ independent variables (school and
time) did not provide evidence that either time or the interaction of time and building
impacted individual school counselor assigned student graduation rates. Given SCs were
found to have reliable results, it is consistent and unsurprising that time was not a
significant factor in predicting school counselor 9th grade students’ graduation rates. Over
time, school counselors had the same types of outcomes year to year more frequently
than not, suggesting that there was not something unique to any one of the four cohort
years that explains any of the variation in graduation rates between counselors. The
interaction of time and building similarly did not show a significant effect.
In contrast to those findings, building was a significant factor in student
graduation rates. The finding that building had an effect is interesting, as
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demographically the students in these four high school buildings are quite similar.
Although it is atypical for a school to differ from schools with similar demographic
characteristics, it is not unheard of, as a number of studies have focused on these types of
atypical outcomes (Ascher & Maguire, 2007; Grusenmeyer, Fifield, Murphy, Nian, &
Qian, 2010; Rural School and Community Trust, 2004; Viloria, 2012; Voight, Austin, &
Hanson, 2013; Warner, 2014).
What is interesting here is that buildings with similar atypical results showed
different levels of school counselor impact on their 9th grade assigned students’
graduation rates. Building four seemed to be either imperious to school counselor effect,
or all of the school counselors had similar effects. In contrast, building one, which was
not significantly different from building four on graduation rates, as shown in the pairwise comparisons, did have extreme unique individual counselor differences in impact on
SC’s 9th grade assigned students’ graduation rates. In fact, building one showed an
incredible range of differences with a counselor (Bella) at 12 standard deviations above
the mean and one (Tara) at 12 standard deviations below the mean and another (Ida) at 13
standard deviations below the mean.
Interpretations
In considering the alternative explanations for differences in school counselor
impact, there are a number of possibilities in addition to chance outcomes. Possible
explanations for building four’s minimal variance include: (1) school counselors enacting
very similar activities such as with a comprehensive school-wide counseling program or
through socialization from working together in the same school counseling department
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over time; (2) school counselor assignments that limit the time school counselors can
spend on activities that impact student graduation rates (such as when school counselors
are assigned testing duties, attendance, discipline, etc.); and (3) the school context may be
such that there is a limit to the impact school counselors have on students.
Explanations for why school counselors show a high degree of variance in
building one may include (1) though students are assigned randomly to school
counselors, there was no data on individual school counselor duties, and these may have
varied across school counselors (2) school counselors may vary in their effectiveness in
supporting their students in graduating from high school. However, in interpreting these
results, the initial benchmarks of this study are also considered. When this research was
designed, the intent was to look for differences of one or more standard deviations
between school counselors’ and the mean school graduation rate in the same building.
The results found in this study suggest a level of differences that was highly unexpected,
and unlikely to be explained away by minor differences in assignments. At the same time,
it provides initial evidence that the range of those differences may be mitigated by either
building effects or school counselor similarity in some buildings, such as was seen in
building four.
The explanation that some SCs are more or less effective at supporting their
students move towards successful graduation has support in research that has been done
with counselors. In contrast to the research on school counselors, the unique impact of
individual clinical counselors has been studied for many years. The researchers have not
consistently agreed on the degree of impact of individual clinicians- but have generally
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found a difference in client outcomes. Wampold and Brown (2005), using client selfreport measures of clinical outcomes, found clinical differences averaging 8%. Kraus et
al. (2011) looked at the prevalence of both effective and harmful therapists defining
effective/ harmful therapist as one whose patients reliably improve or deteriorate.
Depending on the TOP (Treatment Outcome Package subscale) 11-38% of patients ended
treatment worse off. The percent of therapists judged effective in particular treatment
areas ranged from 29% (treating sexual dysfunction) to 67% (treating depression).
Research by Okiishi et al. (2003) found a significant difference in individual clinical
effects such that the therapists whose clients showed the fastest rate of improvement had
an average rate of change 10 times greater than the mean for the sample. The therapists
whose clients showed the slowest rate of improvement actually showed an average
increase in symptoms among their clients” (p. 361). These wide differences mirror what
we see in school counselor differences in outcome in building one.
Implications for School Counseling Practice
There are two important implications for SCs. The first is that analysis of
individual school counselor graduation rate effectiveness is something that school
counselors can calculate within their department and does not require an outside
consultant or a school district data analyst to compute. The second related implication is
that school counselors can use these results to begin to discover what best practices their
colleagues, who are effective in graduating students, employ.
High school counselors can collect data on student retention and graduation intradepartmentally and analyze results at the end of each year, initially to establish which
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school counselors may be good sources of best practices and in later years to determine
whether supported school counselors have improved their outcomes. In viewing the data
as a source to provide for collegial sharing and improvement, school counselors can work
collaboratively to improve student outcomes, a practice that has been used among
teachers for many years.
Within schools it has long been accepted that teachers have varying and
significant impacts on students (Chetty, Friedman, & Rockoff, 2011). One response to
these teacher differences has been the collection of best practices from teachers who have
shown positive student impacts to share with teacher colleagues who have struggled in
those same areas (Carroll & Rosson, 2005). Collaborative sharing of how effective
teachers have mastered an area of content or pedagogy has been a method of helping
colleagues meet with greater success in the future. In a similar manner school counselors
should consider the deliberate identification of school counselor strengths as a means of
nurturing communities that identify and then share effective practices.
This approach may help address gaps in evidence based research literature by
providing local school counselor knowledge to meet current school counselor needs and
further spur research on these topics by involved school counselors. Best practice
collection and then validation with research is a potential avenue towards the creation of
evidence based research on graduation thus addressing scholar concerns about the limited
evidence-based literature on graduation (Carr, 2010).
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Implications for Policy
Recommendations for utilizing this research include suggestions for state
Departments of Education and the major school counseling association, ASCA. This
research provides first steps in exploring the unique impact of school counselors on their
assigned students’ graduation rates. State Departments of Education can support research
on this topic by using their in-state databases, where that necessary data already exists, to
further test the hypotheses tested in this research. In those states where the data are not
currently available, they can work to collect it or put into place future methods of data
collection. Once such a data set has been analyzed the state could form a working group,
calling together those SCs who the data suggest are unusually effective in graduating
their assigned students. The purpose of this workgroup would be for these identified SCs
to come together and draft a document providing recommended best practices for SCs
around student graduation. This document could be shared with districts across the state,
and further refined in future years as the practices are tested out.
The second policy recommendation is for ASCA. As noted earlier in this paper,
ASCA prescribes that all SCs should have the attitude that “every student should
graduate from high school (ASCA, 2012, p. 3).” However ASCA currently does not
provide answers to the many questions SCs have (Dimmitt, Carey, McGannon, &
Henningson, 2005; Owens, Pernice-Duca, & Thomas, 2009) about how to do this. ASCA
has become more involved of late in preparing SCs to address issues of college readiness
and selection as seen in partnerships such as between ASCA and First Lady Michelle
Obama on her Reach Higher initiative. The Reach Higher initiative was designed to
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encourage SCs to ensure “all young people (to) obtain some kind of postsecondary
training after high school” (Gewertz, 2017, p.1).
This review of the literature and study findings suggest that graduation success
may be another area that ASCA may wish to focus more closely on as a critical school
counselor function. ASCA could support this focus through articles in their publications,
support for research, the formation of a working team on the topic, and devoting special
sessions to the topic at the annual ASCA National Conferences. Combining the efforts of
practicing SCs and ASCA could begin to address the need for evidence-based research
and practice recommendations about student graduation that SCs require to work
effectively in this area.
Implications for Future Research
Further research on this topic should include the use of quantitative and
qualitative research designs and broadened sample criteria, in addition to a consideration
of potential school counselor differential effectiveness with students of different races or
ethnicities. Additional research should be conducted using this study’s quantitative
research design to see if these results are replicable in different samples and thus
supportive of accepting the alternative hypothesis that individual school counselors have
unique impacts on assigned students’ graduation rates. Qualitative research designs that
afford the opportunity to understand how these differences may be reflected in school
counselor practice, beliefs, and skills would be an essential next step in beginning to
translate these research results into best practice recommendations. In particular, case
studies focused on those school counselors with +/- 2 standard deviations from the mean
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graduation rate would provide information-rich sources to understand the differences
between school counselor outcomes. Through interviews of these identified SCs, peer
SCs, students, teachers, administrators, and parents, a thematic analysis could suggest
what distinguishes the beliefs and work of those with high and low relative graduation
rates. This type of research could provide evidence-based work such as that
recommended by ASCA (American School Counselor Association, 2012) for school
counselors use in developing school programs and the type of evidence-based research
numerous authors in the field have called for (Mitello & Janson, 2014; Whiston, 2002;
Whiston & Quinby, 2009; Whiston, Tai, Rahardja, & Eder, 2011). Future researchers also
should consider using schools which have students who generally stay with the same
school counselor throughout high school to see how those results compare to this more
limited grade level (9th grade) research.
As noted earlier in this paper, there is a gap between the average graduation rates
of students from different races and ethnicities with approximately 83% of white students
graduating, 71.4% of Hispanic students, and 66.1% of Black students (Stillwell & Sable,
2013). Future research could explore whether SCs show differential effectiveness with
students of different races/ethnicities with subsequent qualitative analysis of how SCs
work to more effectively address the needs of differing student groups.
In addition, researchers focused more generally in the field of graduation studies
may consider these results in future studies. For example, researchers who have looked at
factors that predict which students will graduate from high school have largely focused
on factors related to the student or their family (Bowers, Sprott, & Taff, 2013; Gleason &
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Dynarkski, 2002). This study provides results that suggest researchers consider looking at
students’ involvement with their school counselor, which may include items such as
frequency of contact, students’ rating of their relationship, or their rating of the perceived
helpfulness of their school counselor as all may be effective predictors of student
graduation.
Limitations
This study has several limitations. In chapter three I mentioned limitations in this
research design. These included (a) lack of significance may not mean that school
counselors do not have a unique effect on students’ likelihood of graduating but may be
due to ceiling effects where high rates of graduation exist, or a shared set of school
counselor behaviors (b) this study would not explain results where school counselors
show inconsistent relationships between their rates of graduation and other SCs rates of
graduation (c) school counselor effects are limited as only one year (grade 9) is included
in this study and that may attenuate the unique impact of SCs.
In addition to the aforementioned limitations, this study does not consider school
counselor case load or school counselor unique individual work responsibilities. Both of
these factors could have significant impacts and might change the outcomes of individual
SCs. In interpreting these results, it is important to remember that this is not an overall
measure of individual school counselor effectiveness. School counselors have a myriad of
job responsibilities and student goals. School counselors who did not appear effective in
moving students towards high student graduation may have excelled in crisis counseling,
postsecondary counseling, working with special populations within their student load,
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etc. The overall productivity or impact of a school counselor cannot be determined from
this study, which was solely focused on 9th grade assigned students’ graduation rates.
Chapter Summary
A student’s graduation from high school has impacts on them, their family, and
the larger community. As society becomes increasingly wealth divided (DeSilver, 2013),
students without the bare minimum of a high school diploma often are consigned to an
economic existence of perpetual struggle with insufficient resources. This study provides
the first evidence in the literature that there may be meaningful differences in individual
school counselor impact on assigned 9th grade students’ graduation rates. This study does
not prove that these differences are caused by school counselors but provides initial data
that is suggestive of such an effect and warrants further study.
Additionally, this study requires replication and expansion to determine if these
results are truly generalizable to other urban high schools and studies to explain if school
counselors have such an effect how they create that impact. This paper is important as it
begins to address a gap in the academic literature on a critical topic, high school
graduation rates, provides a method for analyzing this, and suggestions for further
research and activities that may improve SC’s impact on their assigned student
graduation rates.
Conclusion
It is critically important for the field of school counseling to demonstrate in what
ways school counselors are able to impact student outcomes. This study provides initial
evidence that individual school counselors may uniquely contribute to the likelihood of a
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student graduating from high school. Further studies to attempt to replicate these results
and to develop best practices are critical as professional school counselors work to meet
the needs of their students and be a force for educational equity.
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